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Personalizing Nature and Discovering Meaning:  Exploring the Major Works of Thoreau, 

Emerson, Whitman, Melville, and Hawthorne 

 

Before their recognition, fame, and influence, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry 

David Thoreau, Walt Whitman, Herman Melville, and Nathaniel Hawthorne are men 

searching for answers, seeking their place amongst the vast and complicated ecosystem 

that surrounds their minds and bodies.  The natural world is breathtaking, poetic, yet 

harsh and unforgiving.  Each man, in his own way, contemplates his place amongst the 

natural world through his philosophizing, his scientific study, his poetry, or his fiction.  In 

nature, Emerson finds spirituality and peace.  His deep immersion in the natural world 

brings him one step closer to God and creation.  Thoreau finds masculinity, isolation, and 

beauty.  He is eager to appear rugged and uses nature to prove his worth in a rough and 

unforgiving environment.  He scolds unnecessary luxuries, and pines for the simplicity of 

days gone by.  In nature, Whitman finds optimism, unity, and raw sexuality.  He spans 

the country in awe of nature, unifying with its inhabitants, and raising questions both 

philosophical and scientific.  Melville finds independence, overwhelming power, and 

adventure.  Through his fiction, he ponders man’s spirit to venture into a natural world 

filled with strength incomparable to any that humans have encountered before.  And 

through nature, Hawthorne’s characters are given an intellectual life, but once that life 

has run its course nature turns cold and dark.  Hawthorne’s manipulation of nature creates 

a setting that exudes evil and harbors corruption.  His characters attempt to find 

inspiration through nature, but instead succumb to its daunting intentions and 

overwhelming scope.  As America pushes, head down, full speed towards an industrial 

revolution, anxiety of the unknown infiltrates the lives of these prominent 19
th

 century 
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American writers.  Nature becomes a representation of those anxieties, but, through its 

multiple representations, nature also becomes an icon of stability.  In the major works of 

Henry David Thoreau, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Walt Whitman, Herman Melville, and 

Nathaniel Hawthorne, nature offers a romantic view of the past and masculinity, a 

reflection of God and creation, the unity of soul and body, power over mankind, and a 

manipulation of human behavior.  Each man creates and maintains his own relationship 

with nature, and through introspection, exploration, and contemplation they discover 

what nature has to offer. 
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HENRY DAVID THOREAU 

 

Few writers are given the steady increase of posthumous support and recognition 

rewarded to Henry David Thoreau.  During his lifetime, Thoreau has few readers and 

fewer supporters.  Walter Harding, author of A Thoreau Handbook states, “From one who 

in his own lifetime was dismissed generally as a minor figure and an imitator of Emerson, 

he has risen to the rank of one of our five or six greatest writers” (175).  His most notable 

work, Walden, is tentatively published in 1854 after his previous work, A Week on the 

Concord and Merrimack Rivers, is a “dismal failure” (176).  Walden is received with 

warmth, but Thoreau’s lack of wide recognition combined with an early death left him 

notable to few.  After his death however, many have fondly admired Thoreau’s rebellious 

search for an ideal self, trading greed and materialism for simple satisfactions.  Milton 

Meltzer, author of A Thoreau Profile writes, “[Walden] is one of those rare books that is 

almost impossible to read without being personally affected by its philosophy.  And it has 

drastically changed the life of many a reader” (230).  This is the appeal of Walden, but 

what exactly did Thoreau find in nature during his long excursion outdoors?  And why 

did he make the journey in the first place?  Thoreau states, “I should not obtrude my 

affairs so much on the notice of my readers if very particular inquiries had not been made 

by my townsmen concerning my mode of life” (Walden 7).  While his claim to appease 

the townsfolk may give some explanation to why Thoreau bothered taking the time to 

write of his experience, it fails to mention his initial motives.  So how can we answer the 

question, why did Henry Thoreau spend two years of his life in the woods near Walden 

Pond?  The answer lies within Thoreau’s use of nature.  Nature is used to increase 
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masculinity; Thoreau gains credit and attention for living a rugged existence (though 

many claim Thoreau’s immersion into nature is hypocritical and over-exaggerated).   In 

nature, Thoreau finds solitude and isolation; he takes time for introspection, growing his 

mind as a writer and scientist.  And Thoreau finds beauty in his surroundings; while 

living near Walden Pond, he absorbs the simple pleasures of a life without rush and 

without luxury.  In the following paragraphs I will attempt to unearth Thoreau’s motives, 

unmask hypocrisy, and hypothesize what was discovered during Thoreau’s two years, 

two months, and two days living near the shore of Walden Pond. 

MASCULINITY 

While the merit of Walden should not be overlooked, it is important to discuss the 

claim that hypocrisy runs through many of Thoreau’s pages.  Thoreau states in Walden, 

“What a man thinks of himself, that is which determines, or rather indicates, his fate” 

(11).  This sentiment may have affected Thoreau’s life in ways he was unable to perceive, 

giving insight into the mind of the author.  Living in the rather large shadow cast by 

Emerson, failing to sell his published work, and subsequently falling into debt, it is no 

stretch to assert that during this time period Thoreau is filled with feelings of self-doubt 

and inadequacy.  It stands to reason that an emasculated man, such as Thoreau, would 

pride himself on becoming one with nature, as it is known as quite a “manly” pursuit.  

Facts state that Walden Pond can hardly be considered deep wilderness or rough terrain, 

yet Thoreau boasts of his writing, “I do not propose to write an ode to dejection, but to 

brag as lustily as chanticleer in the morning, standing on his roost, if only to wake my 

neighbors up” (69).  With this interjection, Thoreau admits to his want of attention and 

recognition for committing to his Walden Pond excursion.  He famously states of his 
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purpose, “I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the 

essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I 

came to die, discover that I had not lived” (74).  While this claim is admirable, it is 

important to recognize that the aforementioned woods lie within walking distance of 

civilization, about “a mile and a half south of the village of Concord,” with the house 

already built in rough, but livable, condition (69-70).  Thoreau’s boast to “front only the 

essential facts of life” and “learn what it had to teach,” gives way to a general lack of real 

danger and the enormous luxury of the provided house.  All of these factors may provide 

insight into the mindset of Thoreau, and I assert that Thoreau is an insecure man.  By 

allowing his readers to believe he is more isolated and independent than he actually is, 

Thoreau is trying to hide his false confidence, and mask his insecurities.  To look deeper 

into this assertion I looked deeper into Thoreau’s past.  If Thoreau is indeed a man of 

false confidences and insecurities, then the answers will most likely come from his 

formative years. 

Michael Sims, author of The Adventures of Henry Thoreau: A Young Man’s 

Unlikely Path to Walden Pond, combines vigorous research with whimsical charm as he 

tells the story of a young Henry David Thoreau and his transformation from young boy to 

the man in the cabin near Walden Pond.  He states, “Thoreau was not an ivory-tower 

thinker sitting with chin in hand.  Contrary to myth, he was not a hermit.  Caught up with 

his friends and his era, he lived most of his life in a busy village” (2).  For Thoreau, his 

adventures in the woods are never about fleeing from society to lead a life completely 

alone.  In fact, I believe the truth is quite the opposite.  Thoreau is a part of his 

community, but he may have wanted to ingratiate himself more than he was capable.  
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Thoreau, like most introverts, is not born adverse to company, but over time the burden 

of blending in to a world where he does not belong may have taken its toll.  Sims writes, 

“[Thoreau] was naturally drawn to books and learning and was mocked by other 

youngsters as ‘the fine scholar with a big nose’” (18).  Sims imagines young Thoreau as 

an outsider.  He simply has different interests and, as anyone capable of looking back 

upon their own childhood can attest, children will isolate and mock what is not the norm.  

Young Henry Thoreau is not the norm.  Sims describes Thoreau’s time at Harvard, “Not 

all of Henry’s classmates knew the five-foot-seven yokel with the unkempt light brown 

hair.  He had a distinctive shape—sloping shoulders led to long arms contrasting with 

short legs—and some recognized him from a distance by his unusual and purposeful 

stride” (24).  From primary school to Harvard, it is pretty clear that Henry Thoreau is a 

bit of an outsider.  Thoreau’s classmates would not have been alone in noticing his 

“unusual” qualities; a man as attentive and detailed as Thoreau must have recognized his 

own shortcomings.  This may have given Thoreau a reason to separate himself from his 

peers, if not physically, then certainly mentally.  Sims states, “Henry did not indulge in 

the college’s time-honored antics of drunkenness and vandalism, although apparently he 

did collaborate in the occasional prank.  He failed to hide his distaste for his more 

raucous fellow students, and some in turn considered him a prig” (24).  Sims imagines a 

Thoreau trying to fit in but unable and unwilling to release his inhibitions and lower his 

moral standard.  Thoreau seems like a man doing just enough socially to get by, but that 

lack of human connection can leave someone more alone than they realize.  If Thoreau is 

unable to relate with his peers, perhaps he finds it more comforting to contemplate alone.  

Sims writes, “During his years in Cambridge, he often kept to himself.  Some fellow 
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students noticed his earnest expression as he walked across campus with his eyes on the 

ground, distracted, as if looking for something he had lost” (24).  For a man like Thoreau, 

feeling alone in a crowd may have been a real possibility.  Instead of looking outward for 

inspiration, he turned inward and focused more on gathering thoughts than sharing them.  

If this is the case then Thoreau may soon have grown anxious.  Half the excitement of an 

original thought is the ability to share it with others to wide acclaim, and he would have 

taken any small opportunity to open his mind.  Sims writes of these opportunities, “He 

tended to dominate a conversation and even turn it into a monologue; otherwise his self-

absorption and awkwardness became standoffishness” (24).  I agree with Sims, as he 

describes a Thoreau eager to assimilate, even stand out, but his awkward social 

encounters inhibit his progression.  It makes sense that Thoreau would turn to writing, 

especially in his journal (said to contain over 2 million words).  It’s reasonable to argue, 

as he can certainly exude a bit of pomp, that Thoreau is an insecure man at Walden Pond, 

and with his writing he is hoping to reach the audience he has always wanted to reach.  

Young Henry Thoreau is a genius, building in-depth thoughts and ideas, but still lacking 

the social dexterity to release those thoughts upon the world.  After all, recognition is the 

end goal. 

Thoreau, in the case of this essay, is going to be given a break.  In Walden, he 

allows his readers to believe that he struggles and toils more than is the case, but I am 

willing to forgive this indiscretion.  Thoreau, as a child, is different than his peers.  I am 

not willing to gauge the severity of the torment, but Thoreau strikes me as a man who 

struggled with assimilation.  If his differences were extreme enough to set him apart, then 

it is reasonable to believe that he would isolate himself from uncomfortable social 
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situations.  This strategy may work in the short term, but soon it would have left Thoreau 

feeling lonely, and deficient in essential social graces.  These deficiencies, if learned at a 

young age, would have carried over into adulthood, and Thoreau would be left with a 

whole slew of insecurities ranging from social anxiety to emasculation.  To me, this 

explains why Thoreau turned to nature for solace and introspection.  This explains why 

he would publish his own book in an attempt to gain recognition.  And this explains why 

he would go to some length to prove himself in his masculine pursuit of nature.  Thoreau 

certainly shows his flaws, but like any flawed man there is a reason behind his choices.  

In nature, Thoreau is able to find a cure, at least briefly, for his insecurities, and this 

allows him the ability to capture and express the ideas he has been working hard to form, 

and release the ideas he has struggled mightily to share. 

SOLITUDE 

Thoreau’s detractors have a right to harp on hypocrisies, but with every 

hypocritical boast infiltrating Walden, Thoreau writes poetically of deep immersion and 

isolation in the nature.  His words are carefully chosen and give insight into what nature 

offers.  Thoreau writes, “Yet I experienced sometimes that the most sweet and tender, the 

most innocent and encouraging society may be found in any natural object, even for the 

poor misanthrope and most melancholy man.  There can be no very black melancholy to 

him who lives in the midst of Nature and has his senses still” (105).  In this passage 

Thoreau’s word choices are dark and poignant, and it stands to reason that he is in the 

very emotional state he is describing.  Thoreau, now 28, has yet to make his mark on the 

world.  His choice to extricate himself from the company of others for the better part of 

two years, having few visitors and fewer friends, is quite an extreme endeavor.  The 
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“misanthrope” may very well be Thoreau, searching for a new society by escaping his old 

one.  The “misanthrope” is described as “poor,” or someone to be pitied.  He dislikes 

other people, but his isolation from society is not of his own fault; it is caused by the 

actions of others.  The “melancholy” man is not just unhappy, he is the “most 

melancholy” man, and that “melancholy” is not just “black,” it is “very black.”  This 

exaggeration may be the work of a dramatic writer, or an insecure man expressing inner 

angst.  Thoreau states in the same passage that society can be found in nature, but it takes 

a dejected person to seek that type of society in the first place.  If Thoreau is indeed the 

“melancholy” man, then finding society in nature would not have been the most ideal of 

circumstances.  Finding acclaim and acceptance from his friends and neighbors may have 

been the original goal, but when acceptance does not come he finds comfort in a place 

that cannot give judgment.  The society he finds is “encouraging” and “innocent”, as 

people are not.  The “melancholy” man seeks comfort in the woods as an escape from 

society, and Thoreau has idealized a setting he can define and personify. 

James G. McGrath, in his essay “Ten Ways of Seeing Landscapes in Walden and 

Beyond,” discusses the various ways Thoreau responds to nature, and it is isolation that 

McGrath puts at the top of the list, “Thoreau first and foremost sees landscape as 

Nature…This is most clearly represented in his valuing of isolation—that his adventures 

into the woods isolate him from the village” (151).  Thoreau finds comfort in separation, 

and while he is certainly not a hermit he finds solace in seclusion.  As we know, Walden 

Pond is not all that isolated from the world, and the cabin in the woods serves more as a 

reprieve than anything else.  But what interests me is not the physical isolation or the 

distance in miles from the nearest civilization.  From personal experience I can attest that 
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solitude in nature can be found by simply removing civilization from view.  Thoreau 

cares less about the physical withdrawal from society and more about the mental repose.  

Society, for Thoreau, is to be taken in small doses, and in nature those constrictions are 

loosened. 

Nature is an escape from the binding social interactions that pervade everyday 

life.  Thoreau, the ultimate introvert, struggles with these interactions.  Thoreau states, “I 

find it wholesome to be alone the greater part of the time.  To be in company, even with 

the best, is soon wearisome and dissipating.  I love to be alone.  I never found a 

companion that was so companionable as solitude” (Walden 109).  Thoreau speaks of 

company as “wearisome” and “dissipating;” which proves to be the opposite of what 

nature has to offer.  For Thoreau, social interaction is taxing and takes work, and it is 

work that exhausts yet gives little return.  Thoreau states of society, “Society is 

commonly too cheap.  We meet at very short intervals, not having had time to acquire 

any new value for each other.  We meet at meals three times a day, and give each other a 

new taste of that old musty cheese we are” (109).  That “old musty cheese” is our 

personality, and it is recycled and often unchanged.  But for Thoreau, Nature is an ever 

changing, ever expanding, ever giving source of companionship.  In many cases people 

offer the introvert very little, and soon these tedious interactions take their toll.  Thoreau 

continues, “We have had to agree on a certain set of rules, called etiquette and politeness, 

to make this frequent meeting tolerable and that we need not come to open war” (109).  

The frequent meeting described in this passage is nothing but a bomb waiting to explode.  

For Thoreau, social engagements do nothing but repress our natural instincts and 

behaviors.  We, as part of common society, are meant to follow the agreed upon rules in 
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order to sustain any sort of relatable existence; the alternative being anger, violence, and 

all out social warfare.  Thoreau, throughout Walden, shows this repression.  His solitude 

in nature allows for a release of social restraints and an embrace of primal urges. 

Thoreau explains a moment of primitive expulsion: 

As I came home through the woods with my string of fish, trailing my 

pole, it being now quite dark, I caught a glimpse of a woodchuck stealing 

across my path, and felt a strange thrill of savage delight, and was strongly 

tempted to seize and devour him raw; not that I was hungry then, except 

for that wildness which he represented…The wildest scenes had become 

unaccountably familiar.  I found in myself, and still find, an instinct 

toward a higher, or, as it is named, spiritual life, as do most men, and 

another toward a primitive rank and savage one, and I reverence them 

both.  I love the wild not less than the good.  (166) 

For no other reason than to dominate a lesser species, Thoreau briefly drops his etiquette, 

giving way to pure natural instinct.  Like most people, Thoreau recognizes that there is a 

contrast between primitive and civilized existence, but Thoreau differs in his reception of 

that difference; he does not look at his wild urges with disdain or regret, he embraces 

both sides equally.  In nature, Thoreau is able to express his evolutionary urges while 

maintaining his “spiritual life” as well.  Society prevents Thoreau from expressing both 

sides, and that adds yet another restriction to further lengthen his emotional distance from 

others. 

During Thoreau’s self-extrication from society, it is nature that keeps him 

entertained, and nature that keeps him company.  His return to society does not prove to 
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be as comforting or successful.  Jonathon Levin writes in his introduction of Walden, 

“The early chapters of Walden…are filled with examples of how men and women are 

driven by trivial social expectations, and how these ultimately leave them alienated from 

their surroundings” (Intro, xxxiii).  Social expectations, when not met, can weigh heavy 

on those who wish to meet them.  Thoreau tries to publish his writings and is not 

successful.  When he puts forward the money to have them published, hundreds of unsold 

copies are returned to him.  Thoreau famously quips, “I have now a library of nearly nine 

hundred volumes, over seven hundred of which I wrote myself” (Harding 254).  

Although funny, pain resonates behind this comment.  Thoreau engages with nature by 

disengaging from society, and the beauty of his environment overpowers any excitement 

found in company. 

BEAUTY 

 Thoreau uses nature to mask insecurities by allowing exaggeration to imply 

struggle when luxury is afforded.  He uses nature to isolate himself from his neighbors 

and extricate himself from the influence of others.  But his choice to explore nature, with 

passion in ways both scientific and poetic, is a testament to his love for the outdoors and 

his fervent curiosity.  Thoreau finds comfort outside in an environment chaotic yet 

controlled, and he fawns over the astounding beauty of the natural world and its 

inhabitants.  He states in Walden, “The morning wind forever blows, the poem of 

creation is uninterrupted; but few are the ears that hear it.  Olympus is but the outside of 

the earth every where” (70).  For Thoreau, there is extravagance to be found in nature.  

The outdoors are “Olympus,” fit to house the Gods, and those who take the time to 

appreciate their surroundings will be rewarded with poetry in action.  However, Walden 
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Pond is certainly no “Olympus,” in fact the Walden woods are quite an underwhelming 

landscape.  Kathleen Coyne Kelly, author of “The Eco-Tourist, English Heritage, and 

Arthurian Legend:  Walking with Thoreau,” writes of Walden Pond in Thoreau’s time, 

“In the nineteenth century, the Walden Woods was a source of timber for the residents of 

Concord—Ralph Waldo Emerson among them.  Much of what Thoreau saw every day 

included tracts of clear-cut forest” (21).  Thoreau, not far from civilized life and living 

within “tracts of clear-cut forest,” poeticizes Walden.  Many, before opening the cover of 

Walden, carry with them preconceptions that are inaccurate, but those inaccuracies prove 

to strengthen rather than weaken Thoreau’s writing.  Walden Pond, as it existed in the 

nineteenth century, may not have been worthy of Monet, but for Thoreau it is beautiful.  

Kelly writes, “Thoreau made Walden Pond, otherwise just another glacial kettle hole in 

New England, special” (22).  Thoreau, with all his poetic, philosophical, and inspirational 

ramblings, surrounds the average Walden Pond with a mystique that, over time, grows 

stronger in the minds of the passing generations.  Kelly writes, “Such natural sites have 

garnered their pilgrims over the years, not only because of their beauty, but also, often 

because of their association with a historical figure like Thoreau” (22).  By finding 

beauty where little once existed, Thoreau brings attention to the small plot of land near 

Walden Pond, and this attention is rewarded greatly.  Kelly writes, “What we see today at 

Walden Pond is a succession forest…paid for by millions of restoration dollars” (21).  

Thoreau’s woods may not have been the isolated, raw, and untouched beauty that lives 

within the minds of his readers, but by finding beauty in a place no one thought to look, 

Thoreau benefits the land while reducing expectations.  I am inspired by Walden Pond, 

but, like most readers, I once pictured a deep woods filled with long draping branches, 
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arching over the still pond water that reflects the individual rays of sunlight.  Birds, 

squirrels, and other skittering lives dance and sing together is if part of a Disney musical. 

As it turns out, Walden Pond is not a fairytale, nor did Thoreau intend to depict it as such.  

A “Walden Pond,” and the beauty within, can be found by anyone willing to look.  My 

“Walden Pond” is part of the bike trail near my house, and with every ride I take I am 

inspired to find beauty in the raw, flawed, and real environment. 

While the land may not be pristine, Thoreau displays great appreciation for the 

raw, unkempt beauty of Walden Pond, and that appreciation weaves through all of 

Thoreau’s writings.  In Walden, Thoreau attempts to integrate himself into his small plot 

of land.  Thoreau writes, “I found myself suddenly neighbor to the birds; not by having 

imprisoned one, but having caged myself near them” (70).  Thoreau is not just searching 

for beauty in nature; he is searching for the beauty in life.  He seeks to lead a life, even if 

for a moment, boiled down to its most primal definition.  Thoreau states, “I wanted to 

live deep and suck out all the marrow of life, to live so sturdily and Spartan-like as to put 

to rout all that was not life…to drive life into a corner, and reduce it to its lowest terms” 

(74).  For Thoreau, returning to the natural world as humans once lived is allowing him to 

advance physically as well as intellectually.  Not only is Walden offering an answer to 

what is and is not necessary for comfort, it is challenging and inspiring Thoreau leading 

to in depth  observations and thoughts, while influencing and writings.  F.O. Matthiessen, 

in his book American Renaissance:  Art and Expression in the Age of Emerson and 

Whitman, studies the reason for Thoreau’s push against life as a New England civilian.  

He writes, “The social standards that Thoreau knew and protested against were those 

dominated by New England mercantilism.  He granted that the life of a civilized people is 
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‘an institution, in which the life of the individual is to a great extent absorbed, in order to 

preserve and perfect that of the race’” (79).  For Thoreau, the “institution” to which he 

refers creates nothing more than an assembly line of men giving their life in pursuit of a 

greater tomorrow while failing to appreciate today.  Matthiessen continues,  “[Thoreau] 

insisted that it was essential to re-examine the terms under which that absorption was 

being made, to see whether the individual was not being ruthlessly sacrificed to the 

dictates of a mean-spirited commercialism” (79).  For Thoreau, the beauty of life is 

blackened by the intense need to work for a cause not fully understood.  If a promise for a 

better tomorrow is given the sweat and toil of the men living now, how can we be sure 

that the next generation wont sweat and toil all the same?  The cycle being created is one 

of oppression, and in the years preceding the industrial revolution it is Thoreau with the 

foresight to see the creation of a corrupt system.  Thoreau states, “The millions are awake 

enough for physical labor; but only one in a million is awake enough for effective 

intellectual exertion, only one in a hundred million to a poetic or divine life” (Walden 

74).  For Thoreau, the beauty of life is not working towards the future and beyond, but 

taking small steps to appreciate the now.   

The now can be a difficult thing to engage with and appreciate.  Time and time 

again we see philosophers, artists, poets, and writers pining for the past or speculating on 

the future.  But for Thoreau the beauty of life is not found in what we cannot engage with 

or change; it is found in what we can observe and control in the present.  Thoreau writes, 

“We must learn to reawaken and keep ourselves awake, not by mechanical aids, but by an 

infinite expectation of the dawn” (Walden 74).  Intellectual appreciation for natural 

surroundings is a daily struggle.  But that struggle is necessary to ensure a life worth 
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living.  Thoreau continues, “Every man is tasked to make his life, even in its details, 

worthy of the contemplation of his most elevated and critical hour” (74).  For Thoreau, 

nature is worthy of contemplation.  In his attempt to avoid the fate of the laborers, 

Thoreau is pushed towards the woods, and it is the woods where he finds the beauty he 

has been searching for, “It is something to be able to paint a particular picture, or to carve 

a statue, and so to make a few objects beautiful; but it is far more glorious to carve and 

paint the very atmosphere and medium through which we look, which morally we can 

do” (74).  Thoreau’s perspective may not be as visible as a painting or as awe-inspiring as 

a sculpture, but it takes into account the value of life.  As Thoreau puts it, any man can 

“elevate his life by a conscious endeavor,” and that is exactly what led him to Walden 

Pond (74). 

Thoreau is an amateur aficionado on all things nature; he searches for introverted 

respite by isolating himself from others, and he seeks to engage with his primal urges in 

search of masculine identity.  But arching over all quandaries is the larger philosophical 

conundrum that Thoreau struggles to answer: what makes life worth living?  Thoreau 

gives his answer by setting off on an adventure to “live deliberately,” and “front only the 

essential facts of life.” (Walden 74).  The beauty of life does not lie in a painting, a 

sculpture, or even the surroundings of nature; it lies in the appreciation of what is 

beautiful.  What a man finds beautiful is subjective of course, but the appreciation of life 

itself should be the goal all men strive to achieve.  Thoreau, by his own admission, 

challenges himself to find his own worth.  By giving up extravagant luxuries, even if 

some luxuries are afforded, Thoreau is able to dictate and trod his own path through life.  

He is willing to accept any and all consequences of this radical search for meaning.  
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Thoreau states that he wishes to “drive life into a corner, and reduce it to its lowest 

terms” by eliminating the complacency caused by the distraction of luxury, and “if 

proved to be mean, why then to get the whole and genuine meanness of it” (74).  For 

Thoreau, the beauty of “awakening” to the world as it exists means taking the bad with 

the good.  He did not travel to Walden Pond to relax; he travelled to put in effort towards 

an understanding of what it means to be alive.  For all the criticism rightly heaped upon 

Thoreau, his purpose is admirable and frankly inspiring.   

Where Walden is placed amongst the pantheon of great American literature is up 

for debate, and I have no doubt that many detractors will not discover his purpose to be as 

admirable as I have.  However, it remains the effort to achieve an ideal existence that 

attracts those less ambitious.  It is unknown whether or not Thoreau is able to achieve 

comfort at the end of his life by discovering that he had in fact lived a life worth living, 

but he came closer than most in his attempt.  Thoreau uses nature to escape from an 

oppressive world of manufactured lifestyles, and dares to create his own world by starting 

anew.  He finds masculinity in his primal urges and dedication to the outdoors.  He finds 

calming isolation in the company of nothing more than wildlife.  And he seeks to find the 

meaning of existence by awakening to and recognizing the beauty of nature.  Thoreau is 

far more than an amateur outdoorsmen, and Walden is far more than an account of nature.  

He is a man searching for the meaning of life by “living deliberately,” and in doing so he 

finds an appreciation for nature on a level most will not reach.  While Walden opens up 

the philosophical ponderings of a man in love with nature, we must look to A Week on the 

Concord and Merrimack Rivers to investigate Thoreau’s scientific insight. 
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If Walden is Thoreau’s ode to nature, than A Week on the Concord and 

Merrimack Rivers is where he fell in love.  Thoreau, during a weeklong trip with his 

brother, travels down river in a boat crafted by hand.  Like a wide-eyed child he revels in 

nature’s beauty, and questions its design with fascination.  In what would eventually 

become his first book, A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers displays Thoreau’s 

passion for nature and wildlife while simultaneously building a philosophy yet to be fully 

developed and shared.  I want to explore a few examples of Thoreau’s scientific insights, 

and uncover Thoreau’s love of nature as it develops. 

Much like Emerson, Thoreau does not see himself superior to wildlife and nature.  

In fact, he has quite the opposite reaction.  Thoreau, in his study of nature, is inspired by 

its subtle design, and he is willing to concede that in many ways nature does it better.  

Thoreau speaks of the design of his handcrafted boat in A Week on the Concord and 

Merrimack Rivers, “If rightly made, a boat would be a sort of amphibious animal, a 

creature of two elements, related by one half its structure to some swift and shapely fish, 

and by the other to some strong-winged and graceful bird” (322).  It is certainly not 

Thoreau who invented the common shape of a boat or the placement and shape of a sail, 

but it is the credit he gives to wildlife that is unique.  Thoreau explains the first half of the 

boat’s structure, “The fish shows where there should be the greatest breadth of beam and 

depth in the hold; its fins direct where to set the oars, and the tail gives some hint for the 

form and position of the rudder” (322).  This observation is masterful and insightful, and 

a comparison such as this takes care and time to think out and write.  Thoreau finishes, 

“The bird shows how to rig and trim the sails, and what form to give to the prow that it 

may balance the boat and divide the air and water best” (322).  Describing evolutionary 
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creation may not have been Thoreau’s motive here, but he is certainly offering interesting 

observations.  For Thoreau, in this example, is man who is inspired by nature.  Nature has 

created a design, and whether that design is divine or evolutionary it is meticulously 

crafted and engineered.  Thoreau’s observations hold a beautiful sentiment, and although 

it may not be his intention to inspire in his boat’s description, he is building a mindset 

and a philosophy; he is accepting inspiration from nature. 

Inspiration from nature continues to grow as Thoreau is enchanted by the sounds 

heard while camping over night.  Thoreau states, “All these sounds, the crowing of cocks, 

the baying of dogs, and the hum of the insects at noon, are the evidence of nature’s health 

or sound state” (335).  Thoreau’s idea of nature as inspiring and poetic is stronger now.  

He continues, “Such is the never failing beauty and accuracy of language, the most 

perfect art in the world; the chisel of a thousand years retouches it” (335).  Again, 

whether it is intentional or not, Thoreau is looking at nature as a design.  A thousand 

years, as we now know, is a relatively short period of time, but Thoreau’s mindset is not 

incorrect.  More than just an amateur explorer bouncing his way through the woods 

forming assumptions, Thoreau is engaging with nature and allowing himself to learn 

what nature has to teach.  In these two examples he has opened his eyes and ears with 

interest, and in doing so he has allowed nature to inspire.  As we see later in Walden, the 

relationship Thoreau forms with nature is deeply personal, and it eventually influences 

the life he chooses to lead.  This relationship is able to grow and progress through 

Thoreau’s ability to observe, listen, and process the advanced design of nature. 

Thoreau finds meaning in nature; he is calmed by its solitude, and inspired by its 

beauty.  Ralph Waldo Emerson, Thoreau’s long time friend, shares an affinity for nature.  



  21  
 

 

Like Thoreau, Emerson finds inspiration in nature; he spends time in the woods to 

recover from the exhaustive effort it takes to maintain social order, and by stepping into 

nature he is bonding with God through divine creation. 
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RALPH WALDO EMERSON 

 

 The relationship between Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau has 

been well documented, and it is quite interesting in its complexity.  However, pairing the 

two men together is not my intention.  Thoreau and Emerson share a love of nature, but 

both approach nature in different ways.  Thoreau is a man of science, exploring nature as 

an observer, and merging with the environment and its inhabitants.  Emerson however, is 

a man of faith and nature is spiritual.  Instead of solely merging with his environment, 

Emerson seeks to absorb into it.  Nature becomes a respite, and it is used to recharge 

Emerson’s enthusiasm in stages of distress.  By venturing into the woods, he is able to 

release the burden of everyday social interaction.  Emerson is also philosophical in his 

pondering of God and creation, but he is practical in his encouragement to find solace in 

simple ventures.  For Emerson, nature provides health and respite from a world that can 

break down morality and exhausts optimism.  In the woods Emerson searches for faith 

and peace, a return to simplicity, and a platform one-step closer to God. 

UPBRINGING 

Emerson regards nature in ways more unique than usual.  His nature is 

metaphorical, and these metaphors help shape his morals and principals.  In some ways 

he steps towards scientific insight, but in other ways he is devout in his reverence of God.  

This dichotomy can be seen within Emerson’s peers, but his seems more like a battle of 

ideals.  Digging deeper into the creation of Emerson’s beliefs, I looked back at his 

formative years.  In particular, how his parents may have shaped his view of nature and 

religion.  Robert D. Richardson Jr., author of Emerson: The Mind on Fire, offers insight 
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into the complicated role religion plays in Emerson’s early years.  William Emerson, 

Ralph Waldo’s father, died at an early age, but his religious beliefs may have inspired his 

son, “William Emerson died in 1811, when Ralph was eight.  He had been a Federalist, 

that is to say, a conservative in politics, and a Unitarian, or liberal, in religion” (20).  

William was a minister, but lacked a deep devotion to God and was “interested in 

science” (20).  Richardson Jr. writes of William, “His characteristic tone is a calm deism, 

modern but uninsistent” (20).  While not a prominent figure in the life of Emerson, 

William may have been around long enough to instill, into his son, a similar relationship 

with God.  William writes, in a quote emphasized by Richardson Jr., “Yes, my brethren, 

the vast creation is the dwelling place of the most High.  Every ray of light is a proof of 

His presence.  The awful womb of night is the pavilion of his rest.  You feel his breath in 

every wind that blows” (20).  Speaking of God as a direct reflection of nature, William is 

able to show the same combination of natural wonder and divine inspiration seen in his 

son’s writings.  This turns out to be an unpopular viewpoint as even William’s sister, 

Mary Moody Emerson, “found it impossible to grieve for [William]” because “so deeply 

did she disapprove of his religious beliefs” (20).  While certainly a religious man, 

William’s beliefs and actions reflect a man with questions, and Ralph Waldo, in some 

ways, seems more devout than his father, the minister.   

Ralph’s strength of religion may have started with William, but it is certainly his 

mother who holds the reigns.  Richardson writes: 

The religious strain in Emerson can be traced to his mother.  Emerson’s 

father showed ‘a studied reserve on the subject of the nature and offices of 

Jesus.’  Emerson thought later that his father had not been able to make up 
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his mind about religion, but his mother had no such reservation.  She was 

a strong believer and a practicing, observing Christian. (20) 

Emerson, at a young age, is observing the behaviors of two belief systems.  Although 

William is not around for the majority of Ralph’s childhood, Ralph, a young boy just 

eight years old, would have absorbed all that his father had to give in that short period of 

time.  Ralph reflects some of his father’s views when he speaks about God’s existence in 

nature, and if given more time William may have made more of an impact.  But instead, 

Emerson’s mother is given the responsibility to instill her religious behaviors and beliefs, 

which seem to lie in contrast with the beliefs of William.  That contrast however is not 

entirely damaging, and in some ways beneficial to young Emerson.  Richardson Jr. states, 

“Introduction to the life of the spirit was not something Emerson could have got from his 

father, even had his father lived longer” (21).  The amount of information absorbed by 

children from birth to age eight is astronomical, so it is no stretch to assume that Ralph 

may have been confused by his father’s beliefs, and, growing older, he may have 

questioned how to absorb religion and nature.   

To complicate things further, Ralph may have been influenced greatest by his 

aunt, Mary Moody.  She did not grieve for the death of her brother William, and she was 

not shy about taking his place as a prominent figure in Ralph’s life.  Richardson Jr. states, 

“Mary was a tireless controversialist; she was a vigorous theologian.  Above all, she was 

an original religious thinker, almost a prophet” (23).  Ralph holds Aunt Mary in high 

esteem, and she proves to be quite influential.  Richardson Jr. continues, “Mary Moody 

Emerson taught the dangers of prosperity, the uses of poverty, the necessity of doing 

what you are afraid to do, and the defiant right of the individual reader to bring all texts 
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to judgment” (27).  These are themes arching over many of Ralph’s later writings.  He is 

a man pulled in three different directions while also being pushed to create his own 

beliefs.   

For Emerson, nature and God are intricately linked to one another so it is 

important to understand just how complicated religious beliefs can be.  Emerson, through 

his father, is shown a direct link between God and God’s creation of nature.  Through his 

mother, Emerson is shown the life of the spirit in relation with God, which is then filtered 

through the creation and existence of nature.  And through his aunt, Emerson is pushed to 

analyze all aspects of his world with close criticism, and he is taught the value of critical 

thought.  All influences combine to form Emerson’s view on religion and nature, and, as I 

will try to explain in the upcoming pages, that view shapes the way Emerson chooses to 

lead his life. 

HEALTH 

 Emerson is a deeply poetic man, and with poeticism comes energy and 

exuberance.  When Emerson is amongst nature he is enthused and enlightened.  The 

woods become his church.  In “Nature,” Emerson touches on much of the same 

philosophy explored by Thoreau.  For both men, the end goal is to explicate life’s 

meaning, and in the process discover the natural gifts of the world.  Thoreau finds beauty; 

Emerson finds health.  Emerson explains what nature gives: 

In the woods, we return to reason and faith.  There I feel that nothing can 

befall me in life, -no disgrace, no calamity (leaving me my eyes), which 

nature cannot repair.  Standing on the bare ground, -my head bathed by the 

blithe air and uplifted into infinite space, -all mean egotism vanishes.  I 
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become a transparent eyeball; I am nothing; I see all; the currents of the 

Universal Being circulate through me, I am part or parcel of God.  (39) 

This famous quote offers inspiration to some, utter confusion to others, and if expelled 

from the mouth of almost anyone else it may be dismissed as the words of a mad man.  

But Emerson maintains his poetic exuberance, and in doing so offers a beautiful 

sentiment.  Emerson makes it clear that we have wandered away from the path that 

mankind originally tread.  We do not enter the woods to gain “reason and faith;” we enter 

the woods to “return” to the reason and faith we have lost.  This critique is poignant, and 

directed as an attack of mankind’s choices and behaviors.  The civilization Emerson is a 

part of has lost its way, changing who he is as a man, and stripping him of his basic 

principles.  He states that “no disgrace” will come and “all mean egotism vanishes,” but 

both disgrace and ego can only come when in conjunction with others.  The woods, for 

Emerson, offer a reprieve; a reprieve from the prying eyes of those around him.  It is 

others that place judgment upon him, and it is others that create competition.  He states 

that there is no “disgrace” or “calamity” which “nature can not repair,” and the woods, in 

a uniquely Emersonian way, repair damage rather than cause it.  Emerson states, “To the 

body and mind which have been cramped by noxious work or company, nature is 

medicinal and restores their tone.” (43).  It is common for many writers to depict nature 

as foreboding and unforgiving, and the protagonist is often beaten and broken down in an 

effort to survive, but this is not Emerson’s nature.  Emerson does not speak of harsh 

conditions, nor is there mention of danger.  Emerson’s woods are the hospital, and they 

mend any social pain, anxiety, or inconsideration.  He comes into the woods a wounded 



  27  
 

 

man injured with “disgrace,” “calamity,” and “mean egotism,” causing a loss of “faith” 

and “reason,” but it is the woods that provide care. 

 Emerson, in his life, did not dismiss company; in fact he sought to keep company 

close by.  Problems arise, as the company, which Emerson keeps, does not fit with his 

chosen way of life.  Robert D. Richardson Jr., states of Emerson’s conflict with 

community, “Between the community of others, which he believed in and which he was 

always trying to gather or foster around him, and the self-determination and 

independence of his present way of life, he took the latter” (343).  This statement came 

while discussing Emerson’s role and eventual dismissal of Brook Farm, a free 

“university” meant to create an ideal society away from the one already established.  

Brook Farm is meant to create a community of “like minded souls” while fostering an 

environment free of stigma and complication.  George Ripley, George’s wife Sophia, 

Henry Hedge, Bronson Alcott, and Emerson all fantasized of the possibilities, “Hedge 

would teach poetry, metaphysics, and the philosophy of history, Parker would teach 

ecclesiastical history, and Alcott would teach psychology, ethics, and the ideal life.  

Emerson would teach literature” (337).  Ripley is set on establishing Brook Farm, and 

expresses his eagerness and plan to Emerson in a letter, “Our objects, as you know, are to 

insure a more natural union between intellectual and manual labor than now exists; to 

combine the thinker and the worker, as far as possible, in the same individual” (340).  

This eagerness to create the self-sufficient thinker reflects the philosophy shown in 

Emerson’s writings.  Ripley expands on the purpose of Brook Farm, “Thus to prepare a 

society of liberal, intelligent, and cultivated persons, whose relations with each other 

would permit a more simple and wholesome life, than can be led amidst the pressures of 
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our competitive institutions” (340).  The idea of growing without competition is 

admirable to be sure, but when the plans are hashed out and the logistics are set in place, 

the realities of Brook Farm prove harder to accept than the philosophy.  Emerson declines 

Ripley’s invitation to join Brook Farm, and in doing so he is able to assert individuality.  

As stated before, Emerson is not looking for isolation or even solitude.  Emerson is trying 

to blend into a set society, but he is unable to give away his independence.  Richardson 

Jr. states, “[Emerson] did not disapprove of the community or its ideals.  But he did 

question its methods.  He could join no association that was not based on the recognition 

that each person is the center of his or her own world” (343).  The individual life can 

advance all the more when free from the constraints of society.  Emerson focuses heavily 

on individual growth and advancement, however his idea is not as selfish as it sounds.  

Emerson is given one life to live.  The meaning of existence may not be recognized or 

discovered in that lifespan, but how Emerson’s life is led is under his complete control.  

Emerson cannot just blend with his neighbors or the small community at Brook Farm; he 

holds higher aspirations, Richardson Jr. states of Emerson, “His faith in the power and 

the infinitude of the individual was greater than his faith in collective action, and he 

would not confuse the issue by compromise” (344).  Emerson is an individual, not of any 

specific group, as that group might provide limits.  He is an individual of the universe he 

lives in, and the only way to grow to limitless proportions is to do away with limitations.  

Emerson, while in society, is hindered by these limitations.  Whether it is social 

expectations that discourage original thought or social rules that repress free action, 

Emerson is caught in a never-ending struggle to release his bounds.  He enters into 

society knowing that concessions must be made to conform, and he sees this happening 
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in Brook Farm.  Limitations are again being set, but Emerson takes a stand and refuses 

conformity.  We, as part of a society, are bound by rules that we did not create.  We are 

bound by the outcomes of competition, and only after success is advancement possible.  

This competitive drive, in Emerson at least, hinders his emotional and intellectual health.  

Emerson grows exhausted and weary of society, and sets out to find a place to replenish 

original thought and rejuvenate his independent spirit.  In his search he finds nature. 

The woods bring solace and comfort to Emerson, and while in the company of 

nature he is at peace.  During his transformation into the “transparent eyeball,” Emerson 

attempts to strip away the burdens of his life.  These burdens stem from the anxieties 

brought on by the company of others, and as previously stated he returns to the woods to 

heal.  Like Thoreau, Emerson pines for the past.  Thoreau is searching for a return to 

simplicity by eliminating vices and opulence, but Emerson is searching for a return to a 

past not long forgotten.  Emerson states in “Nature,” “In the woods, too, a man casts off 

his years, as the snake his slough, and at what period soever of life is always a child.  In 

the woods is perpetual youth” (38).  Emerson, unlike Thoreau, may not be as 

disheartened by the rapid advancement of mankind, but he is searching for shelter from it.  

If nature is Emerson’s hospital, mending emotional anxiety, then it stands to reason that 

nature would offer a reprieve from the worries and responsibilities of adulthood as well.  

Emerson enters the woods in a different state of mind than he leaves it.  In the selected 

passage above, Emerson enters the woods aged and covered with his “skin” already used 

and ready to shed.  Like the “disgrace” and “calamity” before, Emerson is worn by the 

outside world.  He states previous, “To go into solitude, a man needs to retire as much 

from his chamber as from society” (37).  In order for peace to be achieved it is important 
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to limit social interaction.  Society hinders the progress of Emerson’s evolution into the 

peaceful man he is trying to become, and when life begins to weigh heavy he turns to the 

woods for assistance.  The woods refresh and rejuvenate Emerson, and once again he is 

healed. 

When overwhelmed, Emerson takes to the woods in search of the wonder, 

innocence, and excitement rewarded only to children, or as Emerson argues the young at 

heart.  The spirit of a child is lost as boys grow into men and girls into women.  Emerson 

recognizes this loss, “The lover of nature is he whose inward and outward senses are still 

truly adjusted to each other; who has retained the spirit of infancy even into the era of 

manhood” (38).  Again Emerson is speaking about loss.  There is a disconnect between 

what we hold true on the inside and what we project to the world on the outside.  A child 

does not face that challenge.  A child projects inner thoughts and feelings outwardly 

without censorship, but as they age social rules stipulate that those urges must be 

repressed.  This repression causes the disconnect of which Emerson speaks.  In society, 

Emerson has lost his spirit.  He now carries and maintains two different people: the man 

social rules and standards have created, and the man of childlike honesty and wonder.  

Nature connects this disconnection by allowing an incontrollable expression of childlike 

personality.  He states of this expression while in nature, “I have enjoyed a perfect 

exhilaration.  I am glad to the brink of fear” (38).  I would argue the “fear” Emerson feels 

is instinct, as he is subconsciously breaking the social rules he has been trained to follow.  

He is connecting with his original instincts, and slowly those instincts begin to leak out in 

uncontrollable “exhilaration.”  The woods offer Emerson a release of his inner thoughts 

and emotions (those that may not be accepted socially).  In nature, Emerson enters a 
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broken man, filled with anxiety and stress, and repressing his childlike enthusiasm, but he 

leaves refreshed and relieved of the maladies he stores over time.  For Emerson, nature is 

essential to health and life itself.  While Thoreau enters the woods to “live deliberately,” 

Emerson enters the woods to repair his current existence. 

 If nature connects adulthood and childlike enthusiasm, Emerson must first explain 

the initial disconnection.  In order to fully acknowledge the strain of which Emerson 

speaks, it is important to look at the root of the problem.  Emerson states, “What good 

heed Nature forms in us!  She pardons no mistakes, Her yea is yea, and her nay, nay” 

(57).  In this statement Emerson expresses the simplicity of the solution.  Let’s look at the 

life of a child for a moment.  We have all been children, even if some spend far too much 

time in avoidance of that fact.  The actions of children, and the interaction between them, 

are void of over complication.  In a sense they are black and white.  If a child forms an 

opinion, that opinion is often shared without consideration of the intended audience.  This 

can be troublesome to be sure, as the opinion, if negative, will certainly cause hurt 

feelings and anger.  On the flip side however, the opinion, if positive, it is often accepted 

with gratitude.  The opinion has traveled through fewer levels of sophistication, and is 

hindered with fewer motives.  Therefore the opinion, when stated by a child, avoids the 

stain of insincerity.  For example, if a child blurts out a critique of your questionable 

outfit, it will tend to hurt a bit more because that comment is coming from a genuine, 

unfiltered opinion.  However, if a child is equally earnest in his/her praise of your outfit, 

that opinion, still genuine, will be accepted easier than the opinion of an adult.  As an 

adult may have several motives behind a compliment, a child, not yet privy to the depths 

of deception, is spitting out an unfiltered thought.  In essence, this is Emerson’s nature.  
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He states, “Her yea is yea, and her nay, nay,” and like a child all the complications 

behind “her” judgments are gone.  Emerson, in his attempt to find a reprieve from an 

exhausting society, is in search of simplicity.  He is bogged down with over 

complication, and in nature the shades of gray turn to black and white.  For Emerson, 

relationships with people may be taxing.  It becomes hard, when interacting with others, 

to fight through layers of complicated emotions, thoughts, and intentions in order to reach 

a place of mutual honesty and openness.  Emerson states, “The moral influence of nature 

upon every individual is that amount of truth which it illustrates to him” (59).  For 

Emerson, morality and truth are connected to one another.  With honesty comes morality, 

and it is nature that supplies both.  If, as adults, we find different ways of hiding our 

thoughts, feelings, and intentions, then we create a pattern of dishonesty.  Emerson, in his 

statement, recognizes the rampant dishonesty running through our society.  After the 

wonder of childhood fades, adulthood complicates relationships.  People become more 

interested in the person they project to society than revealing their true personality.  

Emerson, during his time with society, becomes exhausted and worn down by these 

layered interactions.  But in the woods he finds reprieve.  Nature is the “moral” center 

from which we, as people, are to take our guidance from.  It provides “truth,” if we are 

willing to accept it, and in that acceptance we will be stripping away the façade we have 

spent years perfecting.  For Emerson, nature gives far more than people realize.  When 

stressed with the strain of an unhealthy relationship or plagued by the anxieties that come 

with social interaction, nature provides a place to rest and regain focus.  Emerson, in 

nature, captures the sense of wonder lost after childhood, and feels the excitement he has 
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been longing to find.  In short, nature, in its simplicity, offers reprieve from the layered 

and often dishonest personalities that people habitually project. 

 In the pages previous to now, I have discussed Emerson’s relationship (perhaps 

conflict) with the physical world.  It is time to discuss the spiritual world, from which 

Emerson draws much of his inspiration and motivation.   Emerson seems to be 

enlightened, not just by his divine reverence, but also by his emotional and psychological 

evolution that seems to have surpassed that of the society in which he lives.  Emerson 

might simply be too smart to concede to the social stigmas, false projections, and inane 

small talk that come with societal integration, but I don’t want to make obtuse 

presumptions.  Emerson, in his philosophical candor, proves to be superior in his 

development of thought, and, whether his opinion is agreed with or not, it requires an 

advanced level of intellect and observation.  Emerson would not accept my glowing 

review, and I believe he would even argue against his favor.  While perhaps more 

evolved than his peers, Emerson shows a humility that is not as present in Thoreau’s 

writings.  Emerson, through his belief in God, recognizes that he is a man incapable of 

finding answers to some of the large philosophical questions.  He, and all of mankind for 

that matter, is simply not yet evolved enough to hold an understanding of nature, God, 

and what exists beyond the lives of men.  But ever the optimist, Emerson believes that 

this final stage of evolution can be reached by man.  Jamie Hutchinson, author of 

“Faithful Thinkers:  Emerson, Barfield, and the New American Adam,” writes of 

Emerson, “[The faithful thinker], which occurs in the final and climactic section of 

Nature, is not simply a convenient literary trope for Emerson, but encapsulates his belief 

that humanity is capable of taking (in fact, must take) a further evolutionary step, but one 
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that is spiritual rather than physical” (254).  This recognition of delayed development 

helps Emerson maintain control and eases a mind that could easily grow frustrated by its 

inability to advance.  Emerson seems to understand limitations, and, as I explore in the 

upcoming pages, this carries both positive and negative ramifications.  But when it comes 

to understanding evolutionary disadvantages, Emerson’s thoughts are driven by good 

intentions.  Hutchinson writes, “To engage in faithful thinking, in [Emerson’s] view, is to 

expand one’s consciousness to the point that it becomes capable of redeeming both 

humanity and the natural world from their fallen (i.e. despiritualized and alienated) 

condition” (254).  Emerson is trying to help forward mankind in their advancement of 

thought, and he intends to focus the lens on God and creation to explain why nature is 

both accessible and inaccessible.  Simply put, God can be found in nature, but our limited 

development will only allow us to find a small portion of what can be found.  That being 

said, we turn our attention towards spirituality, and how it is Emerson’s belief that God 

and nature are one in the same. 

GOD 

For Emerson nature offers an escape from the heavy burden of civilization, and 

Thoreau shares that sentiment.  In nature, both men seek to leave their world behind but 

their goals, while similar, differ slightly.  Thoreau becomes a piece of nature; caging 

himself amongst the birds, but Emerson finds more.  He becomes a “transparent eyeball,” 

and the woods offer a religious experience.  No longer are the physical world and the 

spiritual world separate.  He becomes one with nature and God, and in doing so he claims 

to see all there is to see.  This immersion is unlike Thoreau, and in a way it is far more 

ambitious.  Thoreau is less interested in connecting with God as he is with exploring his 
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primal urges; discovering what can be found by stripping away unnecessary luxury.  

Emerson however, seems to aim for a higher goal.  Not only does he want to immerse 

himself in nature, he attempts to ascend to the level of God.  He states, “I become part or 

parcel of God,” and in that transformation he can see what others cannot.  He has now 

reached the pinnacle of understanding.  He states, “The currents of the Universal Being 

circulate through me.”  Emerson has made himself a prophet of sorts, and in doing so he 

is able to enter a higher state of being by becoming closer to God.  Thoreau seeks to find 

the roots of the tree, but Emerson ascends to the top. 

In a day where a man can speak of God in any way he chooses, it is hard to 

believe that Emerson’s connection of God and nature was unpopular and controversial.  

Many God-fearing men, women, and children are taught a certain way to behave, and 

their relationship with God is created from the teachings of parents and religious figures.  

This relationship is then internalized, and eventually it grows very personal.  Any 

disruption of what was taught or what is felt will cause backlash in a way that exceeds 

minor displeasure.  Daniel G. Payne, author of “Emerson’s Natural Theology:  John 

Burroughs and the ‘Church’ of Latter Day Transcendentalism,” writes of Emerson’s 

controversy, “The holy trinity that Emerson sets up of God, Nature, and the individual 

human soul, was a radical proposition—radical enough, anyway, to get him banned from 

the podium of Harvard’s Divinity School for thirty years following his 1838 address” 

(194).  So why did people find such insult in the way Emerson views nature as a direct 

link to God?  Payne answers, “Emerson’s epochal ‘Nature’ was his first major 

consideration of Natural Theology, and declarations such as those contained in the 

famous “transparent eyeball” passage make clear that Emerson had scant regard for the 
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proposition that God could only be known through intermediaries” (194).  By seeing God 

through nature, Emerson is disregarding, in a way, the religious superiors who pass on 

God’s message and the Bible that serves a similar function.  Payne writes, “Emerson 

challenged the notion that God’s will is, by definition, inscrutable to the human mind and 

argued that it was to Nature—not to religious texts or clergy—that the individual should 

go for spiritual insight and a direct connection to God” (194).  This gives an incredible 

amount of religious freedom to those who believe in God, and by following Emerson’s 

words parishioners would no long fill the churches instead taking to the woods and rivers 

for religious inspiration.  Like a business, the church requires customers, and any threat 

to the flow of customers will lead to anger and revolt by the people in charge.  The irony 

is that Emerson’s relationship with God is far more personal than those working through 

an intermediary, and I would argue that in nature Emerson holds God closer than those 

being led in prayer by their local priest. 

 The relationship between a man and the God he believes in can come with 

complications.  If the goal, as Emerson states, is to become “part or parcel of God,” then 

the relationship must be deeply personal.  As I explored in the previous paragraphs, 

Emerson is burdened by the society in which he lives, and the origin of his religious 

beliefs have corrupted his independent thought in a similar way.  Many people, Emerson 

included, are taught the religious principles they hold and follow.  Unfortunately, this 

does not profit the original thinker, and Emerson understands this limitation.  “The 

foregoing generations beheld God and nature face to face,” writes Emerson in “Nature,” 

“we, through their eyes.  Why should not we also enjoy an original relation to the 

universe?  Why should not we have a poetry and philosophy of insight and not of 
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tradition, and a religion by revelation to us, and not the history of theirs?” (35).  In this 

statement Emerson critiques “tradition” by recognizing its shortcomings.  Tradition, in 

many ways, can be comforting and insightful, but it can also pervade critical thinking.  

Emerson’s relationship with God is his and his alone because he took the time to analyze, 

philosophize, and nurture his own ideas and beliefs.  He found his own connection with 

God, and that connection is found through nature. 

Emerson is a critical thinker and an analyst, but unlike Thoreau he seems willing 

to settle for answers to the large, philosophical questions.  Those questions are being 

answered in nature, and in the process his relationship with God grows stronger.  

Emerson writes in “Nature,” “Nature, in its ministry to man, is not only the material, but 

is also the process and the result.  All the parts incessantly work into each other’s hands 

for the profit of man” (40-41).  This statement provides a bit of a quandary, as it is more 

Thoreauvian in its scientific explanation.  Emerson continues, “The wind sows the seed; 

the sun evaporates the sea; the wind blows the vapor to the field; the ice, on the other side 

of the planet, condenses rain on this; the rain feeds the plant; the plant feeds the animal” 

(41).  In this explanation it is nature providing the very cycle that keeps humans fed and 

alive, and it is nature responsible for the “ministry.”  But Emerson concludes, “And thus 

the endless circulations of the divine charity nourish man” (41).  For Emerson, the 

process of nature is wildly underappreciated.  Nature provides air, food, and water, and 

for Emerson health, peace, and stability.  But nature, for Emerson, is “divine charity,” 

and without God’s intervention humans would cease to exist on Earth.  This is a belief 

that is certainly not unique in Emerson’s time, but it provides Emerson with an 

interesting set of principles.  Emerson’s cycle of life begins and ends with God, and it is 
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the natural creations of God that exist to benefit man.  If it is the goal to become “part or 

parcel of God,” then nature seems like the best place to start.  Emerson seems on the 

verge of evolutionary thought, as he clearly pays close attention to the cycles and 

behaviors of nature, but he is limited in his confirmation that God is the overarching 

architect of this incredible natural process.  No other theory is heeded, and God becomes 

the answer to the philosophical questions that deserve more exploration.  Emerson states, 

“The misery of man appears like childish petulance, when we explore the steady and 

prodigal provision that has been made for his support and delight on this green ball which 

floats him through the heavens” (40).  For Emerson, his belief in God provides a ceiling 

that limits his philosophical insight.  How did we get here?  God created man.  How can 

we sustain life?  God gave us nature.  These questions can be explored on a level far 

more complex, but Emerson is satisfied with the answers he has received. 

Emerson’s belief in God creates two outcomes.  While it may limit the 

advancement of philosophical insight, it also creates a closer and more personal bond 

with nature.  If God is the beginning of man and the end of man, and nature is a direct 

extension of God’s assisting hand, then it is within nature that God is most accessible, 

and the goal of becoming “part or parcel of God” is most attainable.  To describe 

Emerson’s experience in the woods as simply peaceful would be shortsighted.  By 

standing in nature, Emerson is interacting with God’s creation, leaving him one degree 

from interacting with God himself.  Emerson later states, “Beauty is the mark God sets 

upon virtue.  Every natural action is graceful” (45).  When Emerson ventures into the 

woods he is taken aback by the astounding gifts God has given him, and in this respect 

his connection with nature and God are forever linked.  He finds “beauty” in nature and 
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“grace” in its creation, and this gives comfort in his ability to answer the challenging 

questions that philosophers ponder and struggle with today. 

As I stated before, Emerson’s belief in God creates two outcomes.  He is in fact 

closer with nature, and he is comforted by the answers he has formed.  Emerson accepts 

God fully, and, without dissent, he is accepting of the fact that God created the whole of 

mankind and nature.  However Emerson, in his passionate belief, is limited in his 

philosophical scope.  A great mind to be sure, Emerson seems too quick to answer how 

nature came into existence, and how we, as our own animal species, fit into the natural 

order.  Frankly, I feel unsatisfied by the origin story Emerson puts forth.  He states, 

“Whilst we acquiesce entirely in the permanence of natural laws, the question of the 

absolute existence of nature still remains open” (“Nature” 63).  Here Emerson seems to 

acknowledge two different ideals.  Nature, as it stands, remains in two forms:  Nature as 

laws dictate, and nature as God has created and continues to maintain.  The “permanence 

of natural laws,” that which Emerson states is to be accepted without protest, is created 

by the hand of God.  Emerson states, “God never jests with us, and will not compromise 

the end of nature by permitting any inconsequence in its procession.  Any distrust of the 

permanence of laws would paralyze the faculties of man” (63).  Here it is man who is 

below the laws created by God, and we do not have the ability to question what is to be 

blindly trusted.  For Emerson, the “permanence of natural laws” does not equal the 

“absolute existence,” therefore we are left with a split between nature as an evolutionary 

design, and a divine creation.  Emerson continues, “It is the uniform effect of culture on 

the human mind, not to shake our faith in the stability of particular phenomena, as of 

heat, water, azote; but to lead us to regard nature as phenomenon, not a substance; to 
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attribute necessary existence to spirit; to esteem nature as an accident and an effect” (63).  

Again creating a split between natural or divine creation, Emerson seems to be in 

contradiction.  He states that a cultured mind will not be shaken of “faith in the stability” 

of the natural items he describes as “phenomena.”  I would be inclined to agree that 

nature, in its form, is phenomenal, but Emerson and I may differ in our definition of the 

word.  Emerson’s “phenomenon,” is credited to the “spirit” that exists to create and 

maintain the natural process.  For Emerson, nature is “accident” and “effect,” and I do not 

see how one can argue both.  The cause of each marks the difference.  An “accident,” 

when applied to nature, describes a creation by chance:  Nature set off on a process, and a 

chain reaction of coincidence occurred that evolved into the advanced system we see 

today.  An “effect” however, is the consequence of an action, and creation from action 

implies a set design.  That design can be explained in terms both evolutionary and divine, 

but I am more inclined to believe that Emerson accepts the latter.  Emerson continues, 

“To the senses and the unrenewed understanding, belongs a sort of instinctive belief in 

the absolute existence of nature” (63).  The “permanence of natural laws” is an extension 

of God and the “absolute existence” requires an “instinctive belief,” but neither offers an 

answer to nature’s creation.  So how do we sort out this conundrum?  Emerson continues, 

“In their view man and nature are indissolubly joined.  Things are ultimates, and they 

never look beyond their sphere.  The presence of Reason mars this faith” (63). As stated 

before, the answer to nature is beyond the “faculties of man,” and if that is the case we 

are unable to extort her meaning.  The “Reason” we would attempt to formulate is not 

sufficient in its ability to explain the process of nature.  Emerson confirms this 

insufficiency, “The first effort of thought tends to relax this despotism of the sense which 
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binds us to nature as if we were a part of it, and shows nature aloof, and, as it were, 

afloat” (63).  I believe Emerson, in his insistence of divine intervention, is not giving 

credit where credit is due:  To man.  For Emerson, man is limited by the overwhelming 

superiority of God, and those limitations leave man searching, but never able to find, 

answers to the creation of nature.  What is fascinating however is that Emerson, in this 

complex description, is not far from an argument for evolutionary design.  He seems like 

a man being pulled in two directions: first responding to nature, as it exists in all its 

natural processes, and second, responding to nature as a direct link to God, the creator.  

Emerson ends by stating, “If the Reason be stimulated to more earnest vision, outlines 

and surfaces become transparent, and are no longer seen; causes and spirits are seen 

through them.  The best moments of life are these delicious awakenings of the higher 

powers, and the reverential withdrawing of nature before its God” (64).  Here “Reason” 

turns into faith as when “stimulated” answers are given.  According to Emerson, man will 

always and forever reside on a lower level of understanding, and our response to nature 

will be eternally limited.  When God is the creator, it is nature that must “withdraw” and 

submit.  This mindset comes with limitations that plague Emerson’s philosophical 

advancement.  Quite simply, his belief in God brings him closer to nature while also 

limiting his scope. 

Transitioning from Emerson to Whitman, we are moving from a man unwilling or 

unable to answer the thought-provoking question of creation to a man who attempts to 

find his own answers.  Emerson states: 

All science has one aim, namely, to find a theory of nature.  We have 

theories of races and of functions, but scarcely yet a remote approach to an 
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idea of creation.  We are now so far from the road to truth, that religious 

teachers dispute and hate each other, and speculative men are esteemed 

unsound and frivolous.  But to a sound judgment, the most abstract truth is 

the most practical.  Whenever a true theory appears, it will be its own 

evidence. (“Nature” 36) 

Emerson, in this passage, does not admit defeat but settles for his inability to find an 

answer.  He states, “Whenever a true theory appears, it will be its own evidence,” and the 

“dispute” between “religious teachers” causes “hate.”  Emerson acknowledges conflict, 

and, as a “speculative man” deemed “unsound and frivolous,” he is exhausted from 

asking the questions.  Diane Kepner, author of “From Spears to Leaves:  Walt Whitman’s 

Theory of Nature in ‘Song of Myself’,” analyzes this passage from Emerson, “For 

Emerson, a theory of nature that can ‘explain all phenomena’ means one that can ‘explain 

the relation between things and thoughts.’  He is less interested in a scientific description 

of a thing’s body than an explanation of its soul” (182).  Kepner does a fine job assisting 

my transition from Emerson to Whitman.  Whitman, like Emerson, will place the soul 

with nature as one inspires the other.  But Whitman, unlike Emerson, expands his reach 

far beyond the scope of Emerson.  Kepner writes, “[Emerson] wants to know why he 

feels so overwhelming a sense of unity when he looks upon the diversity around him.  He 

does not want a materialist to dismiss his thoughts as unreal by telling him there are only 

individual material objects” (182-183).  I am convinced that Whitman did not worry 

about the dismissal of his thoughts, nor did he look too far into his sense of unity.  

Whitman, in his poetry, unifies with everything natural, as all is one and one is all.  He 

becomes part of the wildlife and they become part of him as he often anthropomorphizes 
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the animals he observes.  Men, women, nature, and animals, are all part of the same, vast, 

complex, and overwhelming system, so expecting an answer to all life is a foolish task.   

Kepner writes, “Whitman believes he has the missing metaphysics.  He thinks he has 

found an answer to the age-old question of Being that explains phenomena.  It explains 

the relation between things and thoughts.  It can be proved not by resort to philosophical 

logic or scientific calculation but by direct observation of the visible world” (183).  Like 

Kepner, I am searching for Whitman’s answer to life through nature and his poetic 

observations.  He shares beliefs that stray from those of Thoreau and Emerson, and 

expands his focus to create an entirely unique relationship with nature. 
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WALT WHITMAN 

 

 If any man is able to match Emerson’s optimistic view of nature it is Walt 

Whitman.  Ever the observer of nature, Whitman develops a passion that can only be 

described as sheer exuberance.  Henry Nash Smith, in his book Virgin Land:  The 

American West as Symbol and Myth, states that Whitman’s obsession with literature, 

expanding to all corners of North America, “led him to declare with Benton (and of 

course with Emerson) that America must turn away from the feudal past of Europe to 

build a new order founded upon nature” (44).  Much like Thoreau and Emerson, 

Whitman’s intent is to reduce the artificial complexity added to the lifespan of mankind.  

His focus is on man as a part of nature, and in that spirit we are unified with our natural 

surroundings.  Emerson recognizes this unification as he describes his transformation into 

the “transparent eyeball.”  Thoreau recognizes this unification when he discovers that his 

primal instincts are more powerful than he expected.  Whitman shares in the philosophy 

that a life must be lived through exploration and fascination.  But his aim, as compared to 

the aim of Thoreau and Emerson, is not as self-serving.  He wants to explore and share 

the beauty of nature as it exists, and through poetry this becomes possible.  Thoreau, in 

his relationship with nature, finds solitude and personal meaning.  Emerson, in his 

relationship with nature, finds philosophy and a personal relationship with God.  But 

Whitman, in his relationship with nature, finds optimism, natural beauty, and sexuality, 

all of which he shares with screaming exuberance.  Smith speaks of Whitman’s 

ambitions, “Whitman originally set out to sing the whole continent, East and West, North 

and South; and intermittently throughout his life he returned to the impartial celebration 
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of all the regions” (44-45).  While Thoreau and Emerson are busy finding themselves, 

Whitman is scanning the entire country for exotic and exciting natural wonders.  His 

poetry is moving and inspiring, and his outlook is optimistic and influential.  He 

immerses himself in the natural world, and through his poetry shares all he discovers. 

 Before I delve into Whitman’s expansion, unity, and sexual preferences, I want to 

take moment to include F.O. Matthiessen in my discussion.  In American Renaissance:  

Art and Expression in the Age of Emerson and Whitman, he offers a criticism of Whitman 

that both explicate valid negative qualities, while defending unique positive qualities, of 

Whitman’s poetry.  It is necessary to understand the intentions of Whitman, and how 

those intentions may skew his reception.  Matthiessen writes, “Readers with a distaste for 

loosely defined mysticism have plenty of grounds for objection in the way [Whitman’s] 

belief in divine inspiration is clothed in imagery that obscures all distinctions between 

body and soul by portraying the soul as merely the sexual agent” (535).  While I do 

believe Whitman’s “soul” expands beyond just pure sexuality, the very distinctions 

between “body and soul” are what make Whitman unique.  The body and the soul are one 

in the same, and as one receives pleasure so does the other.  In Whitman’s poetry, sex, 

and the pleasure received from sex, is exciting in the physical sense as well as the 

enhancement of the soul.  Matthiessen continues, “Moreover, in the passivity of the 

poet’s body there is a quality vaguely pathological and homosexual.  This is in keeping 

with the regressive, infantile fluidity, imaginatively polyperverse, which breaks down all 

mature barriers…to declare that he is ‘maternal as well as paternal, a child as well as a 

man’” (535).  Once again, Matthiessen and I disagree.  The “passivity” of Whitman’s 

body is not “pathological,” though it may be “homosexual.”  Whitman, through nature, 
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finds freedom from the constraints of the body and the mind.  The soul within Whitman, 

as I stated before, is part of the body, and all is open to anything nature has to offer.  Men 

and women alike are part of nature, so it stands to reason that Whitman would not shy 

away from receiving pleasure from either sex.  Whitman, in his “break down” of “mature 

barriers” as Matthiessen claims, is simply uniting his experience with that of those in 

existence with him.  It is true that Whitman cannot be a mother, but he can feel 

“maternal” in his protection of natural objects, and through the eyes of a child he can 

look upon the world with a fresh perspective and zeal lost in adulthood, as Emerson 

previously explained.  Whitman is raw in his explications and he is honest in his 

passionate expulsions of pleasure and emotion.  Matthiessen writes, “Nevertheless, this 

fluidity of sexual sympathy made possible Whitman’s fallow receptivity to life.  The 

ability to live spontaneously on primitive levels, whose very existence was denied by the 

educated mind of his time, wiped out arbitrary conventions and yielded a broader 

experience than that of any of this contemporaries” (535-536).  Here Matthiessen and I 

agree, and his explanation is well stated.  Whitman, the man, refused to ignore pleasures 

based on silly social constructs, and I admire his ability to “wipe out arbitrary 

conventions.”  Because, as Matthiessen states, this frees Whitman in ways that bound 

Thoreau and Emerson, allowing him to express a more broad view of nature and what it 

means to be alive. 

EXPANSION 

One can never say that Whitman is limited in scope and ambition.  His passion for 

nature, in all areas, sets him apart from his peers as it spreads across the whole of the 

world and all that exist within it.  A common recurrence in the poetry of Whitman is an 
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extensive listing of his observations, discoveries, and feelings, and it is this expansion 

that makes Whitman’s relationship with nature unique.  Thoreau and Emerson sought to 

find themselves in nature; Thoreau escapes for solitude and Emerson heals his social 

wounds in the woods.  Whitman however, seems to reflect less upon what is wrong with 

society, and nature does not need to provide solitude.  In fact Whitman’s nature connects 

him with people rather than sets him apart.   

This connection is expressed in Leaves of Grass, through Whitman’s refrain filled 

poem “Kosmos.”  Ever looking to the stars and the universe for inspiration, Whitman 

states that his cosmos “includes diversity and is Nature” (399).  Whitman’s cosmos 

defines nature; the whole of nature, and in nature lays the overarching explanation of all 

that exists in the world.  Whitman is willing to submit to its grand scale and begins his 

catalogue as he states of his “Kosmos”, “Who is the amplitude of the earth, and the 

coarseness and sexuality of the earth, and the great charity of the earth, and the 

equilibrium also” (399).  Whitman’s aim is ambitious and holds no restrictions.  The 

earth, in this passage, is not the limit of Whitman’s exploration.  The earth is simply a 

small part of a larger system.  Whitman’s nature, or his cosmos, reaches beyond the 

world we can see and touch.  There is nothing more expansive than the universe and, as 

Whitman states in “Kosmos,” Whitman’s universe “is nature.”  Whitman writes, “Who 

believes not only in our globe with its sun and moon, but in other globes with their suns 

and moons” (400).  Whitman’s lack of limitation is expressed in this line.  Whitman’s 

nature expands beyond the forest, beyond the city, beyond the earth, and includes 

galaxies that are not within our reach.  Everything is part of the same system, and that 

creates a unity lacking in Thoreau and Emerson.  Thoreau and Emerson expand upon the 
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wonders of nature on earth, and even struggle in their search for an explanation of its 

creation.  But Whitman is firm in his understanding of all that nature contains.  We are 

born and exist on a microscopic part of the timeline that maps out the whole of the 

universe, and that makes us small.  Whitman concludes, “Who, constructing the house of 

himself or herself, not for a day but for all time, sees races, eras, dates, generations, / The 

past, the future, dwelling there, like space, inseparable together” (400).  In these last lines 

of his poem, Whitman does a fine job showing the vast scope of nature.  His “Kosmos,” 

defines more than just the lifecycle of one person, and it will continue to exist after all 

humans do not.  For Whitman, “the past” cannot be retrieved and “the future” cannot be 

slowed, and only nature exists to see the “eras” and “generations” pass by.  Whitman, in 

what may seem to be poetic exaggeration, is making a point quite scientific.  He is 

recognizing the connection between people, and how man and woman are part of the 

same system.  That system then expands to include the animals, and Whitman begins to 

notice their connection with people.  He then includes the environment, in which the life 

of animals and people exist, and eventually the entire earth that contains life.  This, so far, 

is not too different than the limits reached by Thoreau and Emerson, but Whitman’s 

nature has no limits.  Whitman’s interest expands beyond the earth and into the stars; then 

beyond the stars and into other galaxies; then beyond other galaxies and into the 

complexities of time including the past, the present, and the future.  Whitman’s nature 

will continue to cycle until there is no time left and nothing exists.  Whitman’s definition 

of nature has expanded as far as possible, and that’s what makes him unique. 

 Distancing himself farther from Thoreau and Emerson, Whitman exemplifies his 

expansion by defining nature in a less limiting way.  But for the sake of comparison to his 
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peers I will stick to Whitman’s observations on earth.  For Whitman, nature is found 

outdoors with roaming animals, beautiful landscapes, and ebbing oceans, but it is also 

found in the industry and machinery that lie within cities.  He allows himself poetic 

freedom to touch upon the whole of nature, and in Whitman’s eyes the city is part of his 

natural world.  This combination of nature, city life, and technology is on display in his 

Leaves of Grass poem “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry.”  Whitman ever the explorer always 

finds something to observe, “Crowds of men and women attired in the usual costumes, 

how curious you are to me” he states analyzing a crowd of people boarding a ferry (163).  

Whitman, by his definition, is still in nature aboard this ferry.  As Thoreau and Emerson 

found nature in the woods, Whitman recognizes that society is just nature that has 

evolved.  He begins by observing the crowd, studying their clothing, almost as an 

outsider.  But soon he is unified, “Just as you stand and lean on the rail, yet hurry with the 

swift current, I stood yet was hurried, / Just as you look on the numberless masts of ships 

and the thick-stemm’d pipes of steamboats, I look’d” (164).  In the same way Thoreau 

and Emerson immerse themselves amongst the trees in the woods, Whitman blends in to 

his environment.  He is forever part of the natural order, whether outside, in a city, or 

within a crowd of people, and his appreciation for the natural beauty that surrounds him 

is given as much attention as the technological advancement he observes.  Whitman 

writes:   

The round masts, the swinging motion of the hulls, the slender serpentine  

pennants, 

The large and small steamers in motion, the pilots in their pilot-houses, 

The white wake left by the passage, the quick tremulous whirl of the  
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wheels. (165) 

Whitman’s ferry gets the same poetic treatment as the human body or the vast ocean 

because they exist within the natural world.  The motion of the “large and small 

steamers,” the “round masts,” the “swinging” “hulls,” are all included in Whitman’s 

nature and are no less deserving of attention.  Whitman’s scope is expansive and free of 

restrictions.  If Whitman observes natural beauty, it makes no difference the shape, the 

location, or the form of that object.  Nature, using Whitman’s definition, is in everything 

that is a product of man, as man is a product of nature.  This wide expanse opens many 

doors for Whitman that may have been closed, intentionally or unintentionally, by 

Thoreau and Emerson.  It unifies him with nature as it exists in all forms, and allows him 

to integrate and connect with the environment in which he finds himself.  This means that 

society, as part of nature, is an environment Whitman is willing to accept.  This creates 

an openness lacking in Thoreau and Emerson, and Whitman is able to connect with 

people in his own unique way. 

 

UNITY 

 The idea of sharing ideas and sharing self is what sets Whitman apart.  Thoreau 

and Emerson both, of course, want to share their philosophy, and both men spend a great 

deal of time devoted to voicing their opinion.  But Whitman, in his poetry, speaks to his 

readers directly, and retorts in what is almost always a rhetorical art.  In “Song of 

Myself,” a widely regarded poem from his book Leaves of Grass, Whitman interacts with 

his readers by closing his poem: 

Failing to fetch me at first keep encouraged 

Missing me one place search another 
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I stop somewhere waiting for you. (93) 

Whitman openly addresses his complicated style of writing, as he encourages his readers 

not to be discouraged.  Already we see Whitman projecting his thoughts, and recognizing 

the possibility of his influence.  Whitman is very much in tune with the past, the present, 

and most importantly the future.  Normally, while writing, the author is not fully aware of 

the social and cultural changes that are occurring, or are to come.  This is the luxury we, 

as those who study the works, are afforded as we have seen the changes transpire.  But in 

Whitman, we see his foresight come out in his poetry, “The past and present wilt—I have 

fill’d them, emptied them, / And proceed to fill my next fold of the future” (92).  Thoreau 

and Emerson ponder the ideal existence, and fill their pages with endless philosophy on 

how to get the most out of life.  Whitman seems less occupied with that philosophy and 

more interested in squeezing every ounce of excitement out of the life he is fortunate 

enough to live.  This excitement refuses containment, “I too am not a bit tamed, I too am 

untranslatable, / I sound my barbaric yawp over the roofs of the world” (93).  Thoreau 

and Emerson offer words of wisdom, but Whitman takes you by the hand and guides you 

himself.  His readers must simply sit back and enjoy the tour. 

 It may seem as if I have strayed from my point a bit, as my intent is to discuss 

Whitman’s relationship with nature.  But it is within Whitman’s exuberant embrace of the 

future, and his direct interaction with his readers, that he expresses his views on the 

natural world.  Whitman is, like Emerson, on a never-ending search to immerse himself 

in the world around him.  For Whitman, he and his readers are all part of the same 

ecosystem, and together we are part of the same design as we float aimlessly in this ever-

expanding universe.  Whitman’s connection with nature is not just found by finding 
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peace in the woods, it is found within all life and creation.  This connection is seen in his 

poem “O Me! O Life!”.  Whitman writes, “The question, O me! so sad, recurring—What 

good amid these, O me, O life?” (281).  This question compares with those of Thoreau 

and Emerson; the ever poignant, yet unanswerable question, what is the meaning of life?  

Thoreau and Emerson are willing to give ten answers on how to live a life of meaning, 

but with Whitman it is far less complex, but certainly not less poetic.  He answers, “That 

you are here—that life exists and identity, / That the powerful play goes on, and you may 

contribute a verse” (281).  It is just that simple.  What good is life?  That we are lucky 

enough to lead one is reward enough.  Whitman’s nature is not limited to the woods; he is 

part of nature, we are part of nature, the decisions we face are our decisions to make, and 

as part of the human race we form and maintain our own unique and special relationship 

with nature. 

 It is mankind’s relationship with nature that fuels Whitman’s poetry.  He gives 

equal time researching the wildlife surrounding him as he does the human body because 

both are one in the same.  In Whitman’s poem, “The Dalliance of the Eagles,” his study is 

that of two Eagles mating.  He states: 

  The clinching interlocking claws, a living, fierce, gyrating wheel, 

  Four beating wings, two beaks, a swirling mass tight grappling, 

  In tumbling turning clustering loops, straight downward falling. (283) 

His description is vivid and passionate, but instead of seeing the Eagles as a unique and 

foreign species he makes it clear that we, as humans, are not that different.  Whitman 

ends his poem, “Upward again on slow-firm pinions slanting, their separate diverse 

flight, / She hers, he his, pursuing” (283).  Whitman, in his final line, is able to turn the 
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focus from the Eagles to humans, and he makes it clear that our sexual behavior may not 

be that different.  Whitman is unifying our species rather than setting us apart. 

 Equal attention is given to that of the human form.  In a style that is long-winded 

and exhaustingly detailed, Whitman takes the time to carefully inspect the human body.  

In his poem, “I Sing the Body Electric,” Whitman describes the female form, “Hair, 

bosom, hips, bend of legs, negligent falling hands all diffused, mine too diffused” (100). 

We already can see an attention to detail that is similar to that of the eagle description.  

Whitman continues, “Ebb stung by the flow and flow stung by the ebb, love-flesh 

swelling and deliciously aching, / Limitless limpid jets of love hot and enormous, 

quivering jelly of love, white-blow and delirious juice” (100).  His passion for detail is 

grand, but it is his equal attention to two vastly different species that show how 

Whitman’s nature is unified rather than categorized.  His passion expands beyond the 

woods and the outdoors, and trickles into the exploration of what it means for man to be a 

part of nature.  Whitman, in nature, finds unity, and he is willing to place himself, and all 

humans on the same level as every being living with him on Earth. 

 For Whitman, unifying with nature runs deeper than accepting animals and 

humans alike.  Nature, in its massive scope, can give a sense of physical unity, but also 

touch on the spiritual and philosophical.  Sometimes, it takes separation to unify, and 

even Whitman, ever the optimist, needs separation once in a while.  In his Leaves of 

Grass poem, “When I Heard the Learn’d Astronomer,” it is the distance from people that 

brings him closer to unity with nature.  Whitman begins, “When I heard the learn’d 

astronomer, / When the proofs, the figures, were ranged in columns before me” (280).  

Listening to what we can only assume to be a man of science, Whitman seems earnest in 
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his intent to listen to scientific fact.  He continues, “When I was shown the charts and 

diagrams, to add, divide, and measure them, / When I sitting hear the astronomer where 

he lectured with much applause in the lecture-room” (280).  The build up Whitman 

displays here shows a frustration.  The terms used are vague, as Whitman speaks of 

random “charts” and “diagrams,” without giving details on the content.  The speaker in 

this poem is growing impatient.  Whitman finishes: 

  How soon unaccountable I became tired and sick, 

  Till rising and gliding out I wander’d off by myself, 

  In the mystical moist night-air, and from time to time, 

  Look’d up in perfect silence at the stars. (280) 

We see the speaker removing himself from the company of others.  Even in Whitman, 

reprieve from others is necessary.  Although, he may not go as far as Thoreau and 

Emerson, but Whitman maintains solitude’s necessity.  The speaker, “tired and sick,” is 

overwhelmed by the teachings of the astronomer.  He is unable, or unwilling, to join in 

the universal “applause” being heaped upon the astronomer’s “charts” and “diagrams.”  

So he steps outside alone, and in “perfect silence” stares at the night sky.  In this poem, 

Whitman shows the speaker unifying with nature by distancing himself from the 

company of others.  In a science lesson, presumably about the astronomy, Whitman’s 

speaker is not satisfied.  It could be that he is overwhelmed with the lessons being taught, 

and in that last silent look at the stars he is lost in question.  But the speaker is “tired,” 

and it was the lesson that made him “sick.”  There is something about the scientific study 

of nature that is unnatural to the speaker, and it takes a personal connection to ease the 

tension.  For Whitman, the answers nature can provide may not be found in the scientific 
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study of remarkable natural objects such as the night sky.  In fact, the answers nature can 

provide may not be all that important at all.  For Whitman and his speaker, it seems that 

the questions are enough, and it is pompous to think that we can figure out the vast 

conundrum that is the universe.  This is similar to Emerson, as he too submits to the fact 

that the human mind may simply not be capable of answering life’s biggest questions.  

For Whitman and his speaker, unifying with nature comes from searching for answers 

alone, void of facts, and pure in thoughts.  Learning to “add” and “measure” the different 

astronomical “charts” and “diagrams” is important to be sure, but the more we learn the 

more we realize how small we are in comparison.  Our attainment of facts and numbers 

widens the gap between mankind and nature, and Whitman’s speaker can physically 

sense the separation.  Whitman’s remedy is simple; step outside and ponder the universe 

in silence.  Take a moment to explore the difficult questions individually, and rid yourself 

of science based on numbers and figures because those can only take you so close.  To 

unify with nature, one must submit to the fact that nature lies on a much larger scale than 

we will ever comprehend, and the closer we get to understanding our role in nature the 

more unified we become. 

SEX 

Unity, while important, is only part of Whitman’s relationship with nature.  To 

Whitman, man is an animal, and in ways man exudes the same raw sexuality.  While I 

hesitate to offer an explication of Whitman’s “jelly of love,” I do not think it is any 

stretch to consider these lines overtly sexual.  While Whitman’s sexuality may have 

saturated his poetry, there is not enough attention paid to the open and honest creativity 

of his insights.  Gene Bluestein, author of “Sex as a Literary Theme:  Is Whitman the 
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Good, Gay Poet,” agrees with this lack of attention, “As [Whitman] was a pioneer in the 

development of poetic techniques, so was he also a forerunner of contemporary sexual 

ideas and attitudes” (154).  Whitman’s carefully selected and sexually charged words are 

enough to make today’s generation blush.  So placing his poetry in the context of the 

mid-nineteenth century only heightens the scandal.  Bluestein continues, “[Whitman] 

knew very well what would be the impact on his middle class audience of such 

exclamation as ‘Undrape’ or his recurring threats to disrobe and run naked” (154).  

Whitman, thankfully, cared not for those attempting to censor his work, and in that 

defiance we are treated to an honest voice rare in his time.  For Whitman, it is about the 

sexual act, but also about the urges that make him one of the many animals roaming the 

earth.  All and each is connected to one another.  Both sexuality and unity combine to 

create Whitman’s definition of nature.  In “Song of Myself,” Whitman is overtly sexual, 

“And parted the shirt from my bosom-bone, and plunged your tongue to my bare-stript 

heart, / And reach’d till you felt my beard, and reach’d till you held my feet” (32).  But 

only a few lines later he states, “And that all the men ever born are also my brothers, and 

the women my sisters and lovers” (32).  As Whitman’s sexual act comes to a close, he is 

not only left with thoughts of self-satisfaction.  Immediately he is in concert with the rest 

of the human race.  He states immediately after sex, “Swiftly arose and spread around me 

the peace and knowledge that pass all the argument of the earth” (32).  Whitman’s words 

imply that the “peace” and “knowledge” he receives comes directly after orgasm.  In the 

moment of euphoria, after giving in to the urges of sexual desire, Whitman is not self-

serving.  He is now connected to the Earth, as well as the men and women who inhabit 

the earth, more so than he was prior to his sexual experience.  This essentially closes the 
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circle on Whitman’s definition of nature.  Nature gives Whitman his sexual urges, and 

those urges lead to sexual acts, those acts lead to orgasm, and the orgasm unites Whitman 

with the Earth and all those who inhabit it.  

 For Whitman sex and nature are intricately linked to one another, whether it is in 

his close unity with the Earth and other people, or in his use of metaphors to describe the 

urges he feels.  In his poem, “From Pent-Up Aching Rivers,” the latter is on display, 

“Singing the true song of the soul fitful at random, / Renascent with grossest Nature or 

among animals” (95).  Like Thoreau, it seems Whitman is being taken away by his 

rugged, animalistic nature.  The “true song of the soul” is intermittently overtaken by the 

brute and primal urges of Nature, and we see yet again that Whitman places himself on 

the level of the animal.  The urge through which to mate is too overwhelming to contain, 

and Whitman is bold enough to recognize those urges, “From my own voice resonant, 

singing the phallus, / Singing the song of procreation” (94).  If nature is all life, then sex 

is the creation of life and nature itself.  This connection is deep, and, in many ways, even 

more personal than that of Emerson and Thoreau.  Emerson is more interested in 

developing his personal relationship with God, and he certainly did not care much for 

expressing his sexual urges (Emerson famously discouraged Whitman from publishing 

his overtly sexual poetry in Leaves of Grass).  Thoreau hints at recognizing his primal 

urges, but more so in the domination of a lower species.  For Whitman however, sex and 

nature are united: 

  Of the wet of woods, of the lapping of waves, 

  Of the mad pushes of waves upon the land, I them chanting, 

  The overture lightly sounding, the strain anticipating, 
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  The welcome nearness, the sight of the perfect body, 

The swimmer swimming naked in the bath, or motionless on his back  

lying and floating, 

The female form approaching, I pensive, love-flesh tremulous aching, 

The divine list for myself or you or for any one making.  (95) 

In this passage Whitman effortlessly combines natural objects with sexual enticement.  

The words used to describe the natural environment are suggestive:  “wet,” “lapping,” 

and “mad pushes” all hint at various sex acts.  Whitman’s nature is ripe with sexuality, 

and his urges are taking over as his sexual impulses arise and “strain” the body.  The 

power of nature is overwhelming as he loses body control, “aching” with tremors.  And 

to close the circle he adds the unity by stating “myself or you or for any one making.”  

For Whitman, nature, sex, and unity are all linked, and the embrace of one strengthens 

the others.  Whitman’s nature is all-powerful, controlling his body, and creating euphoric 

excitement.  In an open and honest display of Whitman’s inner thoughts and emotions 

during sexual arousal, we are given a peek behind the curtain of a complex nineteenth 

century mind. These same urges may have existed within the minds of Emerson and 

Thoreau, but both men did not embrace or express those urges to great extent.  It is 

Whitman who refuses to censor, and in his refusal he is able to engage with an entirely 

new side of nature. 

 Whitman’s themes of unity and sex, as they apply to nature, loosen social 

restrictions.  This is evident in Whitman’s acceptance of, and possible sexual attraction 

to, both men and women.  Many critics have pointed out the overt homosexuality in 

Whitman’s poetry, but that is not my intention.  I am going to accept that Whitman 
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shared sexual, if not romantic, feelings towards both genders, and I don’t feel it would 

serve a purpose to try and prove those feelings in depth.  Instead I have taken more 

interest in Whitman’s sexual philosophy, and how Whitman’s bisexuality may help 

explain his connection with nature.  For Whitman, as discussed before, nature unifies.  It 

unifies the land with man, man with woman, and in some cases man with man.  It makes 

sense that Whitman, a man ever open to his surroundings, would not heed social 

conventions.  He is a man of constant exploration, and he endlessly searches, observes, 

and tests different aspects of the world around him.  Whitman would not be Whitman if 

he left out the sexual exploration of an entire gender.  Men, women, and Whitman are all 

part of the same complex adventure of life, and Whitman strives to experience it all. 

 While his sexual desires may extend to members of both men and women, I found 

a bit of a difference in his descriptions of each, and nature may help explain this contrast.  

Whitman is filled with passion when speaking about men.  With men he is rugged and 

tense, twisting and turning with muscular force.  In some instances Whitman and the men 

in his poetry are entangled, wrestling even, and in this action they are joined or merged 

into one.  Women are admired for their shape and movements, but the urges are not as 

gritty or raw.  Whitman’s depiction of sex with women shows delicacy and restraint. This 

shifts Whitman’s focus a bit from the excitement and pleasure of men to the utility and 

necessity of procreation through women.  I’ve chosen two poems to help emphasize this 

contrast. 

 Let’s first take a look at men.  In his poem, “We Two Boys Together Clinging,” 

Whitman shows lack of restraint when engaging with a man.  He opens, “We two boys 

together clinging, / One the other never leaving” (132).  The boys in this poem are joined 
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together physically, but the connection seems deeper than just physical.  While “clinging” 

may be physical, his statement “never leaving” sounds like a connection that is deeply 

emotional.  In contrast, Whitman lacks a connection with an encounter he shares with a 

woman in his poem “A Woman Waits for Me.”  Whitman opens this poem, “A woman 

waits for me, she contains all, nothing is lacking” (105).  While Whitman shows an 

appreciation for his waiting woman, she is self-contained.  Both the man and woman are 

individuals separated, it is she who is “lacking” nothing.  He continues, “Yet all were 

lacking if sex were lacking, or if the moisture of the right man were lacking” (105).  

Already, we can see a split in the relationship between the man and the woman.  In these 

brief opening lines, Whitman expresses sex as a trade of sorts.  The woman needs the 

“right man,” and that man can only support half of this encounter.  But as we shift back to 

“We Two Boys Together Clinging,” we see a close to this divide.  Whitman writes of the 

two “clinging” boys, “Up and down the roads going, North and South excursions making, 

/ Power enjoying, elbows stretching, fingers clutching” (132-133).  Whitman’s boys, in 

this poem, are one in the same.  They are travelling in the same direction, and enjoying 

the same “power” with “fingers clutching.”  The boys are unified in both body and mind, 

while a disconnection still remains with the man and the woman.  Whitman writes in “A 

Woman Waits for Me,” “Without shame the man I like knows and avows the 

deliciousness of his sex, / Without shame the woman I like knows and avows hers” (106).  

While both man and woman share the same affinity for sex, they are two separate beings, 

with two separate minds, requiring two separate lines.  Whitman is dividing the man and 

the woman by expressing their thoughts individually rather than together, and soon sex 

becomes more of a transaction.  Whitman writes, “Now I will dismiss myself from 
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impassive women, / I will go stay with her who waits for me, and with those women that 

are warm-blooded and sufficient for me” (106).  In this passage some women are 

“impassive,” and even those who “wait” are merely “sufficient.”  For a man of 

Whitman’s passion, “sufficient” is not very complimentary.  His excitement has waned 

and, when speaking about women, he lacks emotional connection.  The clinging boys 

however are still one in the same.  Whitman writes of the boys, “No law less than 

ourselves owning, sailing, soldiering, thieving, threatening, / Misers, menials, priests 

alarming, air breathing, water drinking, on the turf of the sea-beach dancing” (133).  

Whitman’s boys are connected with full expressive detail; they “breathe” and “drink as 

one.  Only their own “law” binds them and they dance with exuberance.  Restraints are 

no longer in place, and Whitman’s boys seem to be happy in connection with one 

another.  The man and the woman however are still struggling to interconnect.  Whitman 

describes their sexual encounter, “It is I, you women, I make my way, / I am stern, acrid, 

large, undissuadable, but I love you” (107).  The man, physically, seems to loom over the 

woman, and the use of the word “undissuadable” evokes the existence of conflict.  The 

interaction is clunky and seems less natural and more utilitarian.  Whitman continues, “I 

do not hurt you any more than is necessary for you, / I pour the stuff to start sons and 

daughters fit for these States, I press with slow rude muscle” (107).  What should be a 

natural and beautiful process is more mechanical and part of a transaction.  Whitman 

writes, “I brace myself effectually, I listen to no entreaties, / I dare not withdraw till I 

deposit what has so long accumulated within me” (107).  The union between the man and 

woman seems oddly out of synch.  Whitman’s woman will be in pain, and the “muscle” 

used is “rude” and “penetrative.”  The man will listen to “no entreaties,” and refuses to 
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withdraw without completion of the task at hand.  In this scenario the woman is less 

participant and more a subject used for procreation.  All the while Whitman’s boys strip 

themselves of constrictions and restraints.  There is not fear of pain, and there is no boy 

more powerful than the other.  Whitman’s man and woman however do not share that 

same coexistence. 

 Whitman uses nature to reflect free and all encompassing love.  He is driven by 

his natural instincts, and it would make sense that he would explore any and all ways of 

closing the gap between him and nature.  Whitman’s nature expands the globe, covering 

all that live and breathe on Earth and beyond.  He is inspired by natural creations, and 

this brings him closer to all living beings.  As Thoreau briefly succumbs to his inner 

beast, Whitman is an animal of the world.  His view of nature is overwhelmingly 

optimistic and he has inspired the masses with his freethinking and exuberant behavior.  

But not all 19
th

 century writers share the optimism for nature shown by Thoreau, 

Emerson, and Whitman.  Herman Melville turns his view of nature away from 

philosophical exuberance and towards reality.  Melville’s nature is certainly not devoid of 

inspiration or enlightenment, but with inspiration comes danger and a power that cannot 

be matched by the hands of man. 
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HERMAN MELVILLE 

 

 So far nature has been discussed as a spiritual, social, and mental savior.  In the 

eyes of Thoreau, Emerson, and Whitman nature is an asset to those searching for the 

philosophical answers to the biggest possible questions.  However, the optimistic love 

shared by these three men does not seem to be the norm when held up in comparison to 

other writers of the time.  Switching the focus from essays, journals, and poetry to the 

great American novel offers not just a shift in narrative, but also a change in how nature 

is reflected upon and displayed.  The novel, of course, is Moby Dick, and the writer with 

the new viewpoint is Herman Melville.  Melville, much like Thoreau, equates nature with 

independence, but the observations of both men differ.  Thoreau’s independence comes in 

concert with nature; he finds inspiration in the raw beauty of natural objects and remote 

places.  Melville’s independence lies in defiance of nature, and it represents a challenge 

or obstacle that will fulfill his character’s passion for life while simultaneously 

jeopardizing their safety.  Both men feed off of their animalistic instincts, but they 

respond to nature in opposite ways.  As Thoreau looks to dominate the roaming 

woodchuck, Melville’s nature looks to overpower and threaten mankind.  Melville, much 

like Emerson, understands the power nature can hold.  However, as Emerson’s nature 

heals, Melville’s nature challenges by exuding immense power and causing danger.  Like 

Whitman, Melville surges forward in exploration of nature and its vast and glorious 

expanse, but the adventure he seeks is more treacherous than spiritual.  Nature plays an 

important role in the writings of Herman Melville, even becoming a character all its own 

in Moby Dick, but no longer is nature a respite for the over-burdened social introvert.  
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Melville’s nature is a persistent and often dangerous force that represents personal 

independence, immense power, and an unyielding sense of adventure. 

 Before diving into the depths of Moby Dick, I want to further explore the dramatic 

shift from the way nature is represented in the essays, journals, and poetry of Thoreau, 

Emerson, and Whitman, to the way nature is represented in Melville’s writings.  Carl F. 

Hovde writes in his Introduction to Moby Dick, “Attitudes toward nature are often related 

to religious beliefs, and for Ralph Waldo Emerson, as usually for Henry Thoreau, nature 

is our secure home and the source of inspiration if our imaginations are open to it” (xxi).  

Hovde agrees with my previous assertion that Emerson, Thoreau, and even Whitman are 

inspired, refreshed, and optimistic about what nature has to offer.  In nature, these three 

men are free spiritually, but the important fact to note is that they are safe and secure.  

Hovde continues, “Religious reformers and social commentators, [Emerson and Thoreau] 

were New Englanders who had grown up in a landscape humanized by two centuries of 

settlement.  They were concerned to make human life worthy of its natural surroundings, 

and these were in turn seen as informed by spiritual truth” (xxi).  What struck me here is 

the way in which Hovde describes the relationship between Emerson, Thoreau, and the 

nature they explore.  Hovde states that Emerson and Thoreau “were concerned to make 

human life worthy of its natural surroundings.”  This implies that Emerson and Thoreau 

view nature as an aspiration, and nature is the perfect creation of which human life is not 

yet “worthy”.  This fits with my pervious assertion that Emerson views nature as a direct 

link to God, and explains why Thoreau is taken over by his animalistic urges.  Nature, for 

both men, is an overwhelming force that can change behavior and shape intelligence.  

This view is not in contrast with Melville, but in a way it is exactly opposite.  Emerson, 
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Thoreau, Whitman and Melville submit to the power of nature, but only Melville submits 

in fear.  For Melville nature is a risk that, when challenged, can inhibit safety and cause 

harm.  Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman submit as well, but their submission comes from 

a recognition of a power so grand that they will never fully understand its scope, as 

opposed to a power so grand that health and life is at stake.  Hovde continues, “For 

Melville, as later for Mark Twain, nature may be the mother of us all, but her violence 

destroys life as readily as she creates it; vigilance is the cost of survival, and even then we 

take great risks” (xxii).  Thoreau acknowledges the risks of nature to a certain extent, but 

fear does not crop up in the writings of Emerson and Whitman too often.  Melville is less 

spiritual and more objective, and his view of nature is based on the simple fact that 

nature, with all its power, can destroy the entirety of the human race at any time.  This 

fear is what drives Melville’s characters:  Ishmael lives for the excitement of exploring 

the ocean, and Ahab is in a constant battle to prove that his ever-inferior strength can 

match the strength of nature.  Melville seems less of a dreamer and more of a realist, but 

his viewpoint is no less credible.  Melville’s nature is still poetic, moving, and incredibly 

interesting, and in Moby Dick it is unleashed and on full display. 

INDEPENDENCE 

 From the very first page of Moby Dick, Melville’s nature is the force that drives 

his characters.  Ishmael, our protagonist and engaging adventurer, describes a pull 

towards the ocean that he is unable to resist.  Feeling trapped and powerless in his life, 

Ishmael sets to sea to “regulate the circulation” and “drive off the spleen” (27).  His 

reason for seeking such a quest is not complicated:  he is bored.  He states, “having little 

or no money in my purse, and nothing particular to interest me on shore, I thought I 
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would sail about a little and see the watery part of the world” (27).  This is quite odd if 

viewed objectively, as most of us do not take to the sea when bored with the way life is 

heading.  Ishmael’s actions grow more peculiar as he expands upon his decision to 

explore the ocean, Ishmael states of his intended journey, “This is my substitute for pistol 

and ball.  With a philosophical flourish Cato throws himself upon his sword; I quietly 

take to the ship.  There is nothing surprising in this.  If they but knew it, almost all men in 

their degree, some time or other, cherish very nearly the same feelings toward the ocean 

with me” (27).  This witty reference shows that Ishmael has a sharp tongue, but it also 

shows the immense respect given to Melville’s nature.  Like Thoreau and Emerson, 

nature, in this case the ocean, provides a reprieve, and Ishmael is looking to escape his 

dull lifestyle.  Thoreau and Emerson seek out the woods to find the meaning of life, but 

Ishmael seeks out nature just to keep his life going.  It is the adventure, danger, and 

thought of the unknown that drives Ishmael to sea, and if he is unable to escape his 

mundane lifestyle then suicide is the solution.  Much like Cato the Younger choosing to 

end his life rather than submit to Caesar, Ishmael refuses to submit to an ordinary life.  In 

this decisive moment, Ishmael is asserting his independence by refusing to adapt to social 

order.  He is taking it upon himself to grab life by the horns and wrestle it to the ground, 

and the mundane alternative is simply not an option.  Ishmael ends his explanation by 

making a bold claim, “almost all men…cherish very nearly the same feelings toward the 

ocean with me.”  After expressing that suicide is the only alternative to a life at sea, 

Ishmael provides a preview of just how powerful Melville’s nature will be.  Not only will 

Melville’s nature control the characters in Moby Dick, but Ishmael gives a warning to 

“almost all men” who are leading a life of monotony:  challenge nature or continue to live 
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a dull life.  The irony here is that Ishmael’s life will be put in grave danger by accepting 

nature’s challenge, and his two options, take to the ocean or “pistol and ball,” will more 

than likely lead to his death.  With nature comes challenge, and when that challenge is 

accepted Ishmael proves his worth as an independent man refusing to submit to anything 

less than the power of Melville’s nature. 

 Ishmael’s independence is admirable, and in a way his attempt to lead a life of 

adventure is inspiring.  Independence is a quality that is hard to attain, but when attained 

it is impossible to let go.  The fight for independence is a challenge every human accepts 

at one point or another.  Whether it’s on a grand scale (the creation of our country) or on 

a more personal level (setting off for college), independence is a goal we all share and 

understand.  However, independence is a motivating force that is strong, personal, and 

universally appealing, so it comes as no surprise that independence often intersects with 

heavy emotions that may not always be positive.  Ahab, before we are introduced to him, 

is shrouded with mystery.  It is clear that he has been emotionally damaged by past 

experiences and, as we come to realize, his anger is due to his inability to capture and kill 

Moby Dick.  Ahab is the leader, motivator, and captain.  All the men aboard the Pequod 

are following his lead, and all their lives are under his control.  They have given up their 

own independence in favor of a man who they deem to be courageous and strong.  

Starbuck, recognizing a loss of his own independence, states in descent of Ahab’s 

mission to kill Moby Dick, “Vengeance on a dumb brute!  That simply smote thee from 

blindest instinct!  Madness!  To be enraged with a dumb thing, Captain Ahab, seems 

blasphemous” (203).  Ahab, quick and sharp, retorts with his eloquent philosophy: 
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All visible objects, man, are but as pasteboard masks.  But in each event – 

in the living act, the undoubted deed – there, some unknown but still 

reasoning thing puts forth the mouldings of its features from behind the 

unreasoning mask.  If man will strike, strike through the mask!  How can 

the prisoner reach outside except by thrusting through the wall?  To me, 

the white whale is that wall, shoved near me.  Sometimes I think there’s 

naught beyond.  But ‘tis enough.  He tasks me; he heaps me; I see in him 

outrageous strength, with an inscrutable malice sinewing me. (203) 

It is interesting to dissect the metaphor Ahab uses to justify the choices he is making.  

Man and nature start out on equal footing as “all visible objects” are hidden behind the 

guise of “masks.”  But a disruption occurs when the “unknown but still reasoning thing” 

sets itself apart by expressing unique and different qualities.  This, I believe, is where 

Ahab separates himself from the unique and powerful Moby Dick.  Ahab states, “How 

can the prisoner reach outside except by thrusting through the wall.”  Ahab is the prisoner 

in this scenario, and he is trapped and powerless as the walls that enclose him are the 

strength of Moby Dick, “the white whale is that wall shoved near me” he states.  He is 

driven and motived, but Ahab makes it clear that even he questions his own motivations, 

“sometimes I think there’s naught beyond.”  Moby Dick has gained control of Ahab just 

as Ahab has taken control of his crew.  With aggressive zeal, Ahab tries to take control of 

his life and his environment, but nature is too vast, too strong, and, in the form of Moby 

Dick, it is overwhelming.  As battles are fought and lost, Ahab looses his independence to 

Moby Dick, mentally, emotionally, and physically as the angry whale takes his leg.  So, 

with his crew at stake, he sets upon a never-ending quest to overcome the natural force 
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that took away his independence.  Ahab is not free from the control of nature though he 

can control everything else, and in the end it is his battle against nature that gets him 

killed. 

 At the time of his death Ahab is driven by pure vengeance and rage.  No longer 

can he control the outcome of the events that are transpiring, and no longer can he control 

his own actions.  Falling face first into the depths of insanity, Ahab relinquishes his 

independence altogether.  During the climactic final battle between Ahab and the Great 

White Whale, this loss of control is on full display.  Moby Dick has won, the Pequod has 

sunk, and the crew is left dead or stranded.  Ahab, still fighting a battle he cannot win, 

refuses to let nature have control.  Ishmael describes the last moments of the 

monomaniacal Captain Ahab, “The harpoon was darted; the stricken whale flew forward; 

with igniting velocity the line ran through the groove,-ran foul.  Ahab stooped to clear it; 

he did clear it; but the flying turn caught him round the neck, and voicelessly as Turkish 

mutes bowstring their victim, he was shot out of the boat, ere the crew knew he was 

gone” (653).  Some may credit Moby Dick for the death of Ahab, but that simply is not 

the case.  Ahab becomes a victim of his own insanity, and just like his crew he suffers the 

ultimate consequence.  Moby Dick is attacked, not just by Ahab, but also by over-zealous 

hunters across the ocean.  He does nothing but defend himself against a weaker species 

that have gathered together to prove their strength, and the final showdown between 

Ahab and Moby Dick shows how weak Ahab has truly become.  Moby Dick takes 

Ahab’s independence, and with a weak mind Ahab promises vengeance.  It seems clear, 

based on the mythology surrounding the Great White Whale, that Ahab is completely out 

matched physically.  But Moby Dick has won the mental battle as well.  Ahab knows that 
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he has suffered defeat, yet in his final moments he throws one last harpoon in a weak 

effort that has no chance of success.  The rope trailing the harpoon wraps around his 

neck, and Ahab is dragged out of the boat, deep beneath the ocean’s surface, to his death.  

Moby Dick attacks from provocation, and the provokers are acting only to overcome their 

sense of insignificance.  The hunters are small and weak when compared to the strength 

of nature and Moby Dick, and the superiority complex within the emasculated hunters 

proves to be a powerful driving force.  If Ahab had utilized humility, working with nature 

instead of fighting against it, then he and his crew would still be alive.  Melville’s nature, 

in the case of Moby Dick, will not submit to a weaker power.  It can overpower, 

outmuscle, and outwit the smartest of men, and in the case of Ahab strip independence 

from the inside out. 

POWER 

 The weakest men often go to great lengths to cast the largest shadow.  Ahab, in all 

his mysterious appeal, is a powerless man in the guise of a dominant captain.  His crew 

sees a man of battle worn strength and power, but I see an emasculated man trying too 

hard.  Ahab, when we meet him, has already lost a battle with Moby Dick.  His leg was 

taken from him, and, as a defeated man, he goes to great lengths to overcompensate.  

Moby Dick is a force that Ahab cannot control, but instead of submitting to a higher 

power he goes insane.  This overcompensation and weakness is exemplified by Ahab’s 

fake leg.  Ishmael states, “I hardly noted that not a little of this overbearing grimness was 

owing to the barbaric white leg upon which he partly stood” (159).  Ahab, frustrated with 

his lack of control over Moby Dick, goes to extreme lengths to falsify his dominance of 

nature.  Ishmael states, “It had previously come to me that this ivory leg had at sea been 
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fashioned from the polished bone of the sperm whale’s jaw” (159).  Moby Dick takes 

Ahab’s leg by force, so in response Ahab fashions a new leg using the jaw of a weaker 

whale that he can control.  Ahab is a bully.  He is unable to overpower Moby Dick so he 

takes his frustration out on the parts of nature that are not as difficult to dominate.  After 

all is said and done, domination is Ahab’s single greatest driving force.  However, he will 

soon realize that some forces refuse to be subdued.   

In earth’s kingdom it is nature that rules, and Ahab is angered by his inability to 

overtake the throne upon which nature currently sits.  This makes him a monomaniacal, 

spiteful, and irrational man motivated by vengeance, but I would argue that he does not 

stand-alone in his belief.  In a time where man is currently doing irreparable damage to 

the earth and its ecosystem, Ahab’s insanity does not look as foreign as it once may have.  

As men industrialize, mobilize, and synchronize their expansion across the globe, they 

gain a heavy sense of superiority over nature.  We take resources and fail to replenish 

what was taken.  We endanger animals and allow harmful pollution to damage the Earth, 

all in an effort to better the current human experience.  However, man must realize that 

we cannot succeed in this battle.  We will live with nature or eventually create an 

unlivable environment, but either way nature is in control of our fate.  Now, I don’t 

believe Melville had this thought in mind while writing Moby Dick, but it is evident in his 

description of the Great White Whale that he did view nature as a power that dominates 

the strength of humans.  Moby Dick is a creature of such immense strength and 

magnitude that the men who hunt him deify him.  Similar to the way Emerson beholds 

nature as a direct link to God, the hunters are unable to believe that such a powerful 

creature can exist without mythological qualities.  Ishmael describes the whalers take on 
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Moby Dick, “One of the wild suggestions referred to, as at last coming to be linked with 

the White Whale in the minds of the superstitiously inclined, was the unearthly conceit 

that Moby Dick was ubiquitous” (223).  The word “ubiquitous” perfectly defines the 

overarching control Moby Dick has over the hunters.  Hunters who have never seen the 

wrath of the White Whale fear his existence, and a creature that they have no control over 

controls their emotions.  The emotions of Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman are controlled 

by nature as well, but their emotions stem from an appreciation and inspiration of nature 

rather than a fear of possible danger.  The fact is that whether the control is positive and 

inspiring or negative and fear inducing, nature is guiding the actions of these men.  The 

difference for Ishmael and the hunters is that nature is an enemy that cannot be defeated.  

Ishmael states, “It cannot be much matter of surprise that some whalemen should go still 

further in their superstitions; declaring Moby Dick not only ubiquitous, but immortal (for 

immortality is but ubiquity in time); that though groves of spears should be planted in his 

flanks, he would still swim away unharmed” (224).  Man can wield only so much power, 

and on the ocean that limited power is limited further.  The hunters are disadvantaged in 

every way.  They are unable to live in water, small in stature, and their tools are 

insignificant against Moby Dick, and that lack of control is a terrifying realization.  Moby 

Dick, as an extension of nature, is in complete control of Ahab and all aboard his ship, 

and the hunters are forced to submit or ultimately die in their fight for power. 

 Interestingly, Moby Dick is not the only creature Melville empowers.  Ishmael, 

protagonist and survivor of the Pequod disaster, is always remembered for floating to 

safety resting on Queequeg’s coffin.  Ishmael is away from the wreckage, but he is not 

yet out of danger.  For one whole day Ishmael is left at sea, and Melville does not miss 
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the opportunity to emphasize Ishmael’s weakness.  Ishmael states of his time after the 

sinking of the Pequod, “Buoyed up by that coffin, for almost one whole day and night, I 

floated on a soft and dirge-like main.  The unharming sharks, they glided by as if with 

padlocks on their mouths; the savage sea-hawks sailed with sheathed beaks” (655).  The 

only reason Ishmael makes it to safety is because nature allows it to happen.  The reason 

for the animal’s unusual behavior is not explained, but the words chosen by Melville are 

deliberate and meaningful.  The “unharming sharks” are acting against instinct, and even 

Ishmael is surprised by this odd circumstance as he states “they glided by as if with 

padlocks on their mouths.”  Ishmael is clearly attracting sharks as he floats helplessly in 

the water, but they do not attack.  It is the sharks that hold Ishmael’s fate in hand, and the 

same goes for the sea-hawks as well.  Ishmael calls the sea-hawks “savage,” and in nature 

that means uncontrolled, violent, and fierce.  However, the sea-hawks fly over him with 

“sheathed beaks,” and Ishmael is once again spared harm in a hostile environment.  

Perhaps Ishmael is spared the wrath of Melville’s nature because nature has already won.  

Ishmael is the victim of the monomaniacal Captain Ahab just as much as Moby Dick, and 

there is no reason for Ishmael to be harmed by nature when nature is not provoked.  

Ahab’s intentional provocation of a powerful natural force is the reason he lost his life.  

Ishmael, like Moby Dick, is a victim, and as a victim he becomes a part of the forgiving 

environment that he mistakenly deems “savage.”  Ishmael survives because Melville’s 

nature allows his survival, and Ahab dies because Melville’s nature responds to 

provocation.  Like Thoreau, Emerson, and Whitman, Melville sees great power and 

strength in nature.  The nature in Moby Dick dominates man, but when left unprovoked 

Melville’s nature can prove to be merciful as well.  Melville’s nature is intelligent, 
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powerful, and in the end willing to forgive. It is nature that proves to be far more evolved 

than those aboard the Pequod, and the primitive hunters are left helplessly trying to 

dominate a force they cannot control. 

 The evolved sense of compassion given to Melville’s nature shows a unique 

depiction of power that we have not yet explored.  The misguided belief that he is 

superior to nature and the whales he is hunting drives Ahab, and ultimately nature proves 

to be the greater strength.  Ishmael displays a respect for the ocean, and in his submission 

is spared by nature’s wrath.  Elizabeth Schultz, author of “Melville’s Environmental 

Vision in Moby-Dick,” agrees with my assertion that Melville’s nature is evolutionarily 

advanced, “An anthropocentric perspective…supports a bonding of humans and nature, it 

is possible to see that Melville evolves an environmental vision with a conscience” (100).  

Schultz’s use of the word “conscience” is apt, and explains the interesting way in which 

the “sharks” and “sea-hawks” dismiss their usual urges to attack.  According to Schultz, 

nature has gained the ability to judge the abuse from the hunters aboard the whaling 

ships, and respond in kind to that abuse.  The whales, Schultz states, are particularly 

representative of Melville’s anthropomorphized nature: 

Humanized, with shared emotions and behavior, whales are made to 

appeal to [Melville’s] nineteenth-(and I may add, twentieth-) century 

reader’s feelings, and consequently that reader is forced to consider human 

beings as agents for the whales’ suffering and destruction.  Dissolving any 

absolute dichotomy between humans and whales, Melville cannot 

represent their suffering and destruction with equanimity.  (100) 



  75  
 

 

This is an interesting point of view, as one can easily read Melville with disgust for the 

whaling industry.  Many people, in this day and age, justify the killing of animals for 

food as it is still seen as an essential need for human survival.  This justification is losing 

steam, but for now it stands to reason that the masses believe meat is an essential part of 

the human diet.  This comes with one major stipulation however, animals being killed, 

justified or not, are to be killed in a humane way.  This is done to help aide those who 

may feel an emotional connection to the animals we dominate.  Melville, in his depiction 

of the whales, is doing a similar thing.  Schultz states of Melville, “By bringing his reader 

to identify with whales through this perspective, he indicates an intrinsic and irresistible 

interdependency among diverse species of life” (100).  Melville is mirroring Whitman in 

the way he unifies man and nature.  In Moby Dick, both man and nature are held in 

similar regard when it comes to an expectation of universal respect, but Melville’s nature 

contains the ability to dominate man if necessary.  In this way, one can argue that 

Melville displays a respect for nature that exceeds the respect shown by Thoreau, 

Emerson, and Whitman.  Thoreau carries with him a bit of Ahab, as his respect for nature 

is tested by his urge to devour the woodchuck.  Emerson raises nature to the divine level 

of God, and views the woods as a direct link to his creator.  But nature works with 

Emerson, and inspires without threat of repercussion.  Whitman responds to nature as one 

of the many species roaming the earth.  His view is neither submissive like Ishmael, nor 

is it arrogant like Ahab.  Melville however, gives power to nature that allows for 

retaliation and judgment.  Moby Dick is fierce, strong, and can outwit as well as outfight 

the men aboard the Pequod.  Melville’s nature is superior in both strength and 

intelligence, making it a more formidable force than any we have discussed so far.  
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Melville’s nature holds God like power, looking down upon humans, and watching the 

sins they are committing.  When judgment is decided, the punishment is swift and 

relentless, and Melville’s readers are left with an understanding of why those judgments 

are made.  This case is solidified further by the readers of today, with our passion for 

animals and our growing role as ally rather than enemy.  Melville, in his depiction of 

whaling, ironically speaks against the useless killing of animals, and by giving nature the 

power to defend itself he is warning his readers, and all those aboard the Pequod, to heed 

caution when meeting nature face to face. 

 So far my discussion of the power of nature, as it relates to Ahab, has been 

overwhelmingly negative.  The two forces battle with one another, and in the end nature 

proves to be the greater strength.  But Ahab, with his gruff exterior, carries a connection 

with nature that is unlike any of the characters in the story.  Ahab is insane, and over the 

course of the novel his insanity grows.  He is obsessed with overtaking Moby Dick, but I 

don’t believe that he is born an obsessive man.  There is an interesting passage, when we 

are first introduced to Ahab that shows the deep bond he shares, or at least shared, with 

nature.  Ishmael describes Ahab’s behavior, “Ere long, from his first visit in the air, he 

withdrew into his cabin.  But after that morning, he was every day visible to the crew” 

(160).  On land Ahab is a hermit; he sinks, like an introvert, deeper into solitude until he 

feels safe from the outside world.  What Ahab does in his personal quarters is not 

explained, but, instead of pacing the floor with intense insanity as I originally pictured, he 

may be trying to separate himself from a world in which he does not belong.  Ahab, more 

than any man aboard the Pequod, is drawn to the ocean, and this is evident by his 

behavior as they travel farther from land.  Ishmael states of Ahab’s slow change in 
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demeanor, “As the sky grew less gloomy; indeed, began to grow a little genial, [Ahab] 

became still less and less a recluse; as if, when the ship sailed from home, nothing but the 

dead wintry bleakness of the sea had then kept him so secluded” (160).  As the Pequod 

pushes forward out to sea, Ahab begins to emerge from his keep.  As the weather 

improves, so does the attitude of the gruff captain.  Ishmael continues, “And, by and by, 

it came to pass, that he was almost continually in the air; but, as yet, for all that he said, 

or perceptibly did, on the at last sunny deck, he seemed as unnecessary there as another 

mast” (160).  Ahab, currently free of any necessary responsibility, chooses to spend the 

majority of his time outside.  This is far different than the hermit on land who spent the 

majority of his time enclosed in his cabin.  Ahab’s mood is directly affected by nature, 

“Nevertheless, ere long, the warm, warbling persuasiveness of the pleasant, holiday 

weather we came to, seemed gradually to charm him from his mood” (160).  Clearly 

showing a dramatic change in behavior, Ahab is influenced by the power of nature.  Nice 

weather may not be a driving force as strong as his hatred for Moby Dick, but it gives 

insight into a man that may have previously held nature in high regard.  Even Ishmael 

describes Ahab using nature metaphors, “even the barest, ruggedest, most thunder-cloven 

old oak will at least send forth some few green sprouts, to welcome such glad-hearted 

visitants; so Ahab did, in the end, a little respond to the playful allurings of the girlish 

air” (160).  Ahab, the “old oak,” carries a heavy weight on his shoulders.  It is clear that 

his love of nature once existed, but that love is almost gone completely.  Ishmael 

concludes, “More than once did [Ahab] put forth the faint blossom of a look, which, in 

any other man, would have soon flowered out in a smile” (160).  Ahab is a cracked man 

ready to break.  He carries with him an obsession with Moby Dick that has ruined his 



  78  
 

 

relationship with nature.  Ahab once was able to accept the influence of nature, and his 

drive towards the ocean must have been stronger than most.  However, that influence 

turned to hatred as his battle with Moby Dick turned violent and personal.  He lost his 

leg, and with it his love of nature.  Ahab fails to recognize that his relationship with 

nature dissolves because of his actions, and only when he pushes against nature’s strength 

does nature fight against him.  Melville’s nature will interact with his characters as they 

react to it.  By this I mean, when given respect nature will offer respect in return.  But 

Ahab chooses to grow resentful, and his lust for power eventually ends his life.  Much 

like Thoreau, Emerson, and Whitman, nature has a powerful influence over Melville’s 

characters.  With Ahab, that influence can be more damaging than inspiring, but the 

power nature holds over man is not in question.  With whaling, a unique relationship is 

formed between the hunter and that which he hunts.  So the question begs, why do men 

take to whaling in the first place?  Why do men put their physical, and in some cases 

mental, health on the line?  The answer is adventure. 

ADVENTURE 

 The decision to make a living in the whaling industry is an interesting one.  A 

man can choose to make a living in pursuits far more profitable and far less dangerous.  

The appeal lies in the adventure, and the danger involved can become an addiction.  The 

men aboard the Pequod are not just whaling because of simple financial motivation (even 

if some claim this is the case).  The men aboard the Pequod are drawn to nature, and the 

excitement of battling nature’s most powerful creature.  The choice to go to sea differs 

from man to man.  The opening paragraphs of Moby Dick, Ishmael’s decision to go 

whaling is stated clearly.  Ahab’s motivations are of vengeance and power.  But not all of 
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Melville’s characters react to whaling the same way.  Starbuck, Stubb, and Flask all share 

different reasons for joining forces with Captain Ahab, and all men share a unique 

relationship with the whales they hunt and the nature they explore. 

 Starbuck is the chief mate of the Pequod, and, in some ways, has more reason to 

hate whaling than his captain.  Starbuck’s father and brother were both lost to the whaling 

industry yet Starbuck continues on with an objective, if not passive, attitude (149).  

Ishmael states, “Starbuck was no crusader after perils; in him courage was not a 

sentiment; but a thing simply useful to him, and always at hand upon all morality 

practical occasions” (149).  The adventure that drove Starbuck to sea lies dormant or is 

dying.  He is driven not by vengeance, and his goal is not to put his life on the line to 

overpower nature.  Ishmael states, “For, thought Starbuck, I am here in this critical ocean 

to kill whales for my living, and not to be killed by them for theirs; and that hundreds of 

men had been so killed Starbuck well knew” (149).  Starbuck is opposite of Ahab in his 

view and respect for nature.  While I believe both Ahab and Starbuck took to a life at sea 

with adventurous zeal, carrying a love of nature, it is Starbuck who has first recognized 

and submitted to the power of nature.  As I stated before, Ishmael is drawn to the ocean 

because he is bored, and nature offers an adventurous life precisely because of the danger 

involved.  Starbuck has witnessed multiple men lose their lives at sea, and, while he 

might carry some of Ahab’s obsession, he is working with a more stable mind.  It is 

Starbuck who questions Ahab’s true intentions, “I am game for his crooked jaw, and for 

the jaws of Death too, Captain Ahab, if it fairly comes in the way of the business we 

follow; but I came here to hunt whales, not my commander’s vengeance” (202).  

Starbuck has lived his adventures, and he has lived through tragedy.  He makes a 
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conscious decision to avoid vengeance.  Ahab fights against nature, but Starbuck seems 

willing to admit defeat.  Ishmael brings up a good point, “And brave as [Starbuck] might 

be, it was that sort of bravery chiefly, visible in some intrepid men, which, while 

generally abiding firm in the conflict with seas, or winds, or whales, or any of the 

ordinary irrational horrors of the world, yet cannot withstand those more terrific” (150).  

The tragedy Starbuck has seen offers him a perspective on nature that eludes the vengeful 

Ahab.  He has seen the power of the “sea,” “winds,” and “whales,” and he has felt all the 

fear nature can provide.  He has focused his fears towards the supernatural, and no longer 

is a battle with nature necessary.  Starbuck is rational when his captain is not, but an 

adventurous spirit and an attraction to danger drive both men. 

 The adventurous spirit is displayed through no one better than Ahab’s second 

mate Stubb.  Stubb is a man that finds comfort in danger, but beneath that comfort lies an 

addiction.  There is no better foe for man to battle than the extreme forces of nature, and 

there is no battle more extreme than that with a whale.  Stubb thrives on the danger of 

whaling, and without constant adventure Stubb would be lost.  Ishmael describes Stubb, 

“Good-humoured, easy, and careless, he presided over his whale-boat as if the most 

deadly encounter were but a dinner, and his crew all invited guests” (152).  In this 

hilarious description, Stubb is described in a positive light.  Ishmael continues, “He 

would hum over his rigadig tunes while flank and flank with the most exasperated 

monster.  Long usage had, for this Stubb, converted the jaws of death into an easy-chair” 

(152).  Clearly Stubb is aware of the danger he is facing, but his calm demeanor and 

easygoing attitude in stressful situations displays insanity as well.  Stubb has a 

personality that is prone to addiction.  This is shown through his habitual pipe smoking.  
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Ishmael states, “For, like [Stubb’s] nose, his short, black little pipe was one of the regular 

features of his face” (152).  Whether he smokes his pipe to calm his emotions, to 

maintain his jovial exterior, or to support a longtime habit, Stubb clearly shows an 

addictive personality.  Ishmael states, “[Stubb] kept a whole row of pipes there ready 

loaded, stuck in a rack, within easy reach of his hand; and, whenever he turned in, he 

smoked them all out in succession” (153).  Perhaps Stubb’s habitual pipe smoking is his 

only way to relieve the intense fear he hides during battle, and through his habit he is 

admitting that he truly holds a fear of whaling.  Whatever the case, Stubb is addicted to 

the dangerous adventure of the Pequod, and with an insane optimism he finds belonging 

in his work.  Unlike Ahab and Starbuck, Stubb seems to accept nature as it comes, and 

through his passion for danger he finds happiness.  But it is nature that provides the thrill 

and it is nature that provides the only challenge large enough to satisfy Stubb’s addictive 

urges.  Flask, the third mate, shares the insanity of his fellow Pequod associates, and in a 

way that insanity is more pronounced. 

 Ishmael describes Flask, “A short, stout, ruddy young fellow, very pugnacious 

concerning whales, who somehow seemed to think that the great leviathans had 

personally and hereditarily affronted him” (153).  Like Ahab and Starbuck, Flask takes to 

whaling with a personal vendetta.  It is not clear if he has suffered injury or tragedy due 

to whaling, but he certainly does not share the understanding, and in some ways respect, 

for nature shown by Starbuck and Ahab.  Flask simply does not understand the danger 

involved.  Ishmael states, “So utterly lost was [Flask] to all sense of reverence for the 

many marvels of their majestic bulk and mystic ways; and so dead to anything like an 

apprehension of any possible danger from encountering them; that in his poor opinion, 
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the wondrous whale was but a species of magnified mouse” (153).  Ahab recognizes that 

his life is in danger as he hunts Moby Dick and Starbuck has witnessed enough tragedy to 

understand the power nature can wield, but Flask seems to show a deliberate lack of 

respect for nature.  We get a small peek inside Ishmael’s frustration with Flask as he 

states, “This ignorant, unconscious fearlessness of his made him a little waggish in the 

matter of whales” (153).  Ishmael, when describing Starbuck, makes it quite clear that his 

bravery is something to behold, and with endearing sentiment Ismael speaks highly of the 

first mate.  It is clear however that Ishmael does not respect Flask’s blasé attitude towards 

the environment and the strength of monsters they are hunting.  Flask finds adventure in 

nature, but his adventure is taken on with ignorance.  A personal vendetta against a 

stronger force will not yield good results, and Flask hinders himself further by losing 

perspective of the enormity of the dangerous situations in which he places himself. 

 To close out my discussion of the adventure nature, and in particular whaling, 

provides the men aboard the Pequod, I want to circle around for a moment to the narrator 

and protagonist.  Ishmael leaves land in hopes of curing his boredom, securing a job, and 

finding adventure, but once on board he takes to the sea in a way that is far more 

meditative than his shipmates.  In the chapter “The Mast-Head,” Ishmael admits to losing 

himself in thought, and eventually he is seduced by the power of nature.  This may sound 

daunting, but the seduction is positive and transcendent.  Ishmael is tasked, from time to 

time, as the lookout.  He is to call out every time he sees a fin poking above the water’s 

surface.  Ishmael describes his lack of production, “I used to lounge up the rigging very 

leisurely, resting in the top to have a chat with Queequeg, or any one else off duty whom 

I might find there” (196-197).  Ishmael recognizes his inability to maintain focus and 
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warns future captains, “Beware of enlisting in your vigilant fisheries any lad with lean 

brow and hollow eye; given to unseasonable meditativeness” (197).  Ishmael, when left 

alone in thought, begins to sink deeper into the influence of the ocean.  Ishmael states of 

the mindset of young philosophers tasked with spotting whales, “Lulled into such an 

opium-like listlessness of vacant, unconscious reverie is this absent-minded youth by 

blending cadence of waves with thoughts, that at last he loses his identity” (198).  

Ishmael admits to being among the youths of which he speaks, and when left alone atop 

the mast he is taken in by nature’s siren song.  He states of his trance, “[The young 

philosopher] takes the mystic ocean at his feet for the visible image of that deep, blue, 

bottomless soul, pervading mankind and nature” (198).  Similar to Whitman, Melville has 

his protagonist linking nature and the soul.  The ocean inspires Ishmael, which, as 

exemplified by the other men aboard the Pequod, is a rare feeling to find.  Ishmael 

continues, “Every strange, half-seen, gliding, beautiful thing that eludes him; every 

dimly-discovered, uprising fin of some undiscernible form, seems to him the embodiment 

of those elusive thoughts that only people the soul by continually flitting through it” 

(198).  Melville is mirroring Whitman in this passage, and continues by easing closer to 

Emerson, “In this enchanted mood, thy spirit ebbs away to whence it came; becomes 

diffused through time and space; like Cranmer’s sprinkled Pantheistic ashes forming at 

last a part of every shore the round globe over” (198).  These are heavy thoughts coming 

from Ishmael, and I don’t believe he expected this type of transcendent influence to 

occur.  Sitting alone, with only the ocean in view, Ishmael is transfixed by nature’s 

beauty, but his vision is unique.  The ocean, the whales, mankind, and nature are all part 

of a soul that connects one with the other.  Ishmael finds beauty not just in nature, but in 
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the whales he is hunting.  The mention of “Pantheism” confirms this assertion, and, like 

Emerson, Ishmael is placing himself amongst those with a respect for the vast reach of 

nature’s strength and power.  He credits God with the creation of nature, and is willing to 

submit to the outside forces rather than push against them.  He states, “There is no life in 

thee, now, except that rocking life imparted by a gently rolling ship; by her, borrowed 

from the sea; by the sea, from the inscrutable tides of God” (198).  Unlike Ahab, 

Starbuck, Stubb, and Flask, Ishmael forms and maintains a close relationship with God 

through nature.  For he believes they are one in the same, and that allows for a level of 

respect that eludes the other men.  It is no coincidence that the respect is then returned 

when Ishmael is left alone at sea with the sharks and sea-hawks intentionally avoiding 

their attack.  Ishmael, in his search for adventure, finds more than excitement through 

danger.  He finds that nature carries a life of its own, and by challenging nature you are 

challenging God. 

 Melville’s nature is overwhelming in its scope and design.  It offers enticement, 

inspiration, but also maintains strength and control.  Melville’s characters, whether 

influenced in a negative or positive way, are driven by nature.  They are driven to the 

ocean in search of adventure, and they are driven to madness in an attempt to assert their 

own individuality and power.  While failing to reflect the optimism of Thoreau, Emerson, 

and Whitman, Melville’s nature gives as well as takes.  But as daunting as Melville’s 

nature can be, Nathaniel Hawthorne takes it one step farther.  Melville provides a bridge 

to unite the gap between Thoreau, Emerson, and Whitman’s optimistic relationship with 

nature and the evil lurking within Hawthorne’s woods. 
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NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE 

 

 Turning even more from the optimism displayed by Thoreau, Emerson, and 

Whitman, and flying past the more pessimistic view of Melville, we venture down a 

shady path.  Hawthorne’s nature is dark in its motives and design.  No longer can we 

recognize Whitman’s nature, specifically the way humans and nature unify with one 

another.  Hawthorne’s nature feeds off of what is left after our demise.  No longer are we 

in Emerson’s woods where nature reflects God and creation.  Hawthorne’s nature harbors 

the devil and exudes evil.  And No longer are we near Thoreau’s pond where the quiet 

solitude offers inspiration.  Hawthorne’s nature terrifies the characters that are isolated 

and alone.  Hawthorne’s nature is unique in its behavior, and the influence is just as 

strong as the writers previously discussed.  This time nature is to be feared and respected, 

because Hawthorne’s nature gives life but enjoys death all the same. 

LIFE 

 In The Blithedale Romance nature is a representation of life, past and present.  

Hawthorne’s nature, as Coverdale references, contains the bodies of all those who once 

lived, and nature, in its ability to absorb the dead, can create new life.  Hawthorne’s 

depiction of nature combines the spirituality of Emerson’s nature with the resilience of 

Melville’s nature.  It does not judge in the way Melville’s nature determines fate, but it 

takes advantage of the opportunity to grow when given the chance.  First I will discuss 

nature’s ability to grow from past losses, and there is no better example of nature’s 

opportunism than the death of Zenobia.  Zenobia, rejected and dejected, drowns herself.  

Her suicide is not nature’s retort for some misdeed (as was the case with Ahab’s death); 
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she is simply a woman taken in by love.  Hawthorne’s nature makes no judgment, and 

when Zenobia decides to take her own life, nature respects her wishes.  Zenobia drowns 

and is buried, and nature, accepting of the new grim addition, absorbs her body into the 

earth.  Coverdale speaks of Zenobia’s grave: 

I have never since beheld it, but make no question that the grass grew all 

the better on that little parallelogram of pasture-land, for the decay of the 

beautiful woman who slept beneath.  How much Nature seems to love us!  

And how readily, nevertheless, without a sigh or a complaint, she converts 

us to a meaner purpose, when her highest one—that of conscious 

intellectual life and sensibility—had been untimely balked! (247) 

It is worthwhile to dig into this statement by Coverdale, as this expression is quite odd 

coming from a grieving man.  For Coverdale, the absorption of Zenobia’s body into the 

land where she is buried is a show of compassion.  Coverdale credits nature for his own 

life and the life of others, and nature rewards them with “conscious intellectual life and 

sensibility.”  I don’t fully believe Coverdale here, as many of the characters prove to lack 

“sensibility.”  The extreme example of this being Zenobia’s suicide.  Nature however, 

according to Coverdale, provides the bookends of life, as opposed to directly interfering 

with what is currently taking place.  Nature gives life purpose, but it does not point the 

direction life’s purpose should lead.  Zenobia is not inspired by nature to keep her life, 

and Coverdale does not blame nature for her death.  Zenobia simply led her life between 

nature’s interference, and once dead she is taken back to the earth.  After her death, as 

Coverdale states, she is now given a “meaner purpose.”  Zenobia’s body is literally 

fertilizing the grass she is buried beneath.  To be frank, Coverdale’s statement is quite 



  87  
 

 

insensitive, but it is interesting that such objectivity is shown.  Perhaps it makes sense, as 

his final confession is of love towards Priscilla and not Zenobia, but after a close friend 

has passed he finds optimism very quickly.  For Coverdale, nature has the right to take 

away life, as “she” is the one who granted it in the first place.  Zenobia is simply part of 

the system that will forever continue, and from past to present to future we are all going 

to fertilize our own plot of grass one day.  This is not, as Coverdale makes clear, a rift 

between man and nature.  Though nature does not “sigh” in our absence, “she” uses the 

bodies of the dead to better herself and give beauty to those yet to come.   

Beauty defines Zenobia in life, and now that she is gone her beauty is mirrored 

through nature.  Coverdale states, “While Zenobia lived, Nature was proud of her, and 

directed all eyes upon that radiant presence, as her fairest handiwork” (248).  Here we see 

nature as an omniscient observer, keeping watch over “her” creation, and feeling pride.  

Nature does not guide Zenobia, but “she” keeps watch for the right time to intervene.  

Unlike the unity between man and nature as shown in Whitman, Hawthorne’s nature 

hovers over the people in its environment.  This is not an emotional connection, but 

rather a transaction that works to benefit both man and nature.  Nature provides us with 

“intellect,” and in return we offer our bodies after death.  Coverdale states: 

Will not Nature shed a tear?  Ah, no!—she adopts the calamity at once 

into her system, and is just as well pleased, for the aught we can see, with 

the tuft of ranker vegetation that grew out of Zenobia’s heart, as with all 

the beauty which has bequeathed us no earthly representative except in 

this crop of weeds.  It is because the spirit is inestimable that the lifeless 

body is so little valued. (248) 
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Unlike Emerson, Whitman, and even Thoreau, Coverdale is separating the “spirit,” the 

“body,” and “nature.”  Nature does not mourn for the fallen people, though “she” may 

take “pride” in “her” creation of beautiful things.  Nature is able to take back the vessel 

used to carry the soul because the soul is free of the body, and the body serves only to 

maintain nature’s growing life.  Coverdale is not angry at nature as “she” absorbs the 

remains of Zenobia, nor is he worried that one day he too will be absorbed.  He finds 

peace in this sentiment, and when his time comes he will accept his fate.  Coverdale 

recognizes that Zenobia’s death is not unique, nor will it be the last death he will 

encounter.  He states in a matter of fact manner, “[Zenobia] was buried very much as 

other people have been for hundreds of years gone by” (242).  Containing the lives of the 

past, present, and eventually the future, Hawthorne’s nature, through the eyes of 

Coverdale, is a force without emotion that can give life and take life.  But it does not 

motivate or interfere during the lifespan of the people it creates and observes.  

Hawthorne’s nature is akin to Death, who lurks in the shadows until the time is right to 

intervene, and, when the soul is separated from the body, nature will benefit without 

remorse. 

SETTING 

 Hawthorne’s nature is unique in its refusal to directly intervene.  Thoreau’s nature 

provides solitude from his overbearing social responsibilities, and helps boost confidence 

by developing masculinity.  Emerson’s nature directly affects his health, and his ventures 

into the woods recharge his spirit.  Whitman’s nature intervenes by unifying mankind, 

wildlife, and the soul.  And Melville’s nature serves as his character’s judge, jury, and 

executioner.  But Hawthorne’s nature refuses to intervene, and I believe this decision is 
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intentional.  By allowing his characters to interact with one another through nature, 

Hawthorne is allowing his characters to make decisions and choices that are independent 

to the ones deciding.  By refusing to let nature directly intervene, but remain close by, 

Hawthorne creates a setting in which his characters are free to make their own choices, 

and the responsibility of their actions will be guided by human behavior alone.  To clarify 

what I mean I turn to the description of Eliot’s Pulpit in The Blithedale Romance, 

Coverdale describes the natural formation, “The rock itself rose some twenty or thirty 

feet, a shattered granite boulder, or heap of boulders, with an irregular outline and many 

fissures, out of which sprang shrubs, bushes, and even trees; as if the scanty soil within 

those crevices were sweeter to their roots than any other earth” (136).  Made completely 

of the natural environment, Hawthorne’s characters see the formation of a pulpit, and, 

through independent associations, create a religious area from which Hollingsworth will 

“not exactly preach” but “talk” to his “disciples” (136).  Hollingsworth is a confident 

man, and he chooses to use the natural pulpit to assert his leadership.  The power 

dynamics between Coverdale and Hollingsworth are clearly represented here, and 

through the natural pulpit this dynamic is allowed to flourish without interference from 

nature.  In essence the human instinct and behavior of the two men is left to take its 

proper course. 

 Similarly, the Apostle Eliot, after which the pulpit is named, proves to be another 

example of one man’s dominance over a group of people.  Coverdale describes the pulpit:  

Eliot’s pulpit, from a tradition that the venerable Apostle Eliot had 

preached there, two centuries gone by, to an Indian auditory.  The old pine 

forest, through which the apostle’s voice was wont to sound, had fallen, an 
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immemorial time ago.  But the soil, being of the rudest and most broken 

surface, had apparently never been brought under tillage. (135) 

The Puritan Apostle Eliot, as Coverdale states, is a preacher to the Native American 

inhabitants.  Eliot’s intentions, during his time with the native people, are not to learn and 

adapt to their customs.  During the early part of the 17
th

 Century, the colonists of 

Jamestown are fighting to survive in a harsh and unforgiving land.  The native people, 

established on that same land years previous, have evolved successfully, and their ability 

to survive far surpasses that of the white settlers.  Howard Zinn, author of A People’s 

History of the United States, writes, “[The colonists] couldn’t force Indians to work for 

them, as Columbus had done.  They were outnumbered, and while, with superior 

firearms, they could massacre Indians, they would face massacre in return” (25).  The 

people of Jamestown approached their new world with great ignorance, and their lust for 

power and control led to many atrocities that are beyond belief.  Zinn continues, “[The 

colonists] could not capture [the native people] and keep them enslaved; the Indians were 

tough, resourceful, defiant, and at home in these woods, as the transplanted Englishmen 

were not” (25).  There is a complex in men that drive them to dominate when the 

opportunity arises.  As Lord Acton famously states, “Power tends to corrupt, and absolute 

power corrupts absolutely.  Great men are almost always bad men.”  The Apostle Eliot, 

as the Puritans did, pushed his strong Christian beliefs on others.  The native people, 

powerless to the advancing Europeans, are left at the mercy of those trying to take their 

land and eliminate their culture.  Eliot’s Pulpit reflects a scene of manipulation.  Men 

grow powerful, and with that power they dominate the people who are in a position of 

weakness.  Hawthorne’s remorseless nature does nothing to intervene with what is taking 
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place, and, as Coverdale grimly believes, nature is more than happy to absorb the bodies 

of all the victims who perish in submission.  Coverdale is naïve to past atrocities as he 

states, “I used to see the holy Apostle of the Indians, with the sunlight flickering down 

upon him through the leaves, and glorifying his figure as with the half-perceptible glow 

of a transfiguration” (136).  Coverdale, like the native people, is disoriented and oblivious 

to the manipulation coming from Eliot’s Pulpit, and nature provides the background for 

the actions of Hawthorne’s characters.  Man’s corrupt nature is expressed through 

nature’s lack of physical intervention.  Unlike Melville’s nature, Hawthorne’s nature does 

not fight back against atrocity. 

 Nature, in its omniscient observations, seems to hover over the characters in 

Hawthorne’s novel.  When human behavior allows for mistakes to be made, nature can 

reap the grim rewards.  The actions of Coverdale, Hollingsworth, Zenobia, and all the 

other citizens of Blithedale, are misguided and bound to fail.  The goal of Blithedale is to 

create a world of complete equality.  As Coverdale states, Blithedale will be a “paradise” 

and “quest for a better life” (37-38). As Coverdale states, the citizens of Blithedale take 

on the “difficult task” of guiding the “reformation of the world” (41).  Essentially, 

Blithedale is a farm of socialists, based on the Brook Farm experiment discussed 

previously.  They intend to work with their natural environment, live off the land they 

sow, and live together as if related to one another.  Their goal is admirable to be sure, but 

they have no chance of success.  The very first day in Blithedale the unified community 

is divided, Zenobia states, “I am the first comer…so I take the part of hostess, for to-day, 

and welcome you as if to my own fireside…To-mor-row, if you please, we will be 

brethren and sisters, and begin our new life from daybreak” (43).  Another Blithedale 
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residents asks, “Have we our various parts assigned?,” to which Zenobia replies, “O, we 

of the softer sex…we women (there are four of us here already) will take domestic and 

indoor part of the business” (43).  The course of events that will lead to the downfall of 

Blithedale is already beginning to unfold, and what is once an admirable idea will soon 

turn to disaster.  What is interest me here is the way in which nature both unifies and 

divides the citizens of Blithedale.  Living off of what is sown by the community becomes 

the ultimate fantasy:  a “paradise” as Coverdale claims (37).  Their intent is to live, grow, 

and survive as one, and the farm will provide all they need.  In that respect nature lends 

itself to their cause.  But what the Blithedale community cannot control is their human 

nature.  It is their actions, behaviors, and most of all their emotions that interfere with the 

success of Blithedale.  Each man and woman, when given the opportunity to improve 

his/her station will jump at the chance despite the feelings of others.  The crazy, and 

somewhat ridiculous, love “square” that entangles Coverdale, Hollingsworth, Zenobia, 

and Priscilla are due to the independent actions of people driven, not by thought or 

reason, but by heartache and emotion.  Nature, patiently waits for the implosion of the 

Blithedale community, and reaps the reward of Zenobia’s death.  In Hawthorne’s nature, 

there is a disconnect between human nature and the natural environment, but the former 

is exaggerated by the reaction of the latter. 

 There is an odd dynamic at work here as the social developments of Hawthorne’s 

characters are advanced by nature yet not allowed to progress or develop to their own 

satisfaction.  There is not a disconnect between nature and the evolution of mankind, but 

rather a division between nature and human behavior.  In evolutionary terms, man and 

nature are intricately linked to the other as they literally feed off of each other.  The 
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Blithedale Romance is not the first time Hawthorne recognizes this odd relationship 

between man and nature, and Leo Marx, author of The Machine in the Garden, does a 

fine job elaborating on the division between nature and man.  But Marx makes it clear 

that, as mankind evolves, this division is not always disruptive.  Marx cites a passage 

from Hawthorne’s journal, in which Hawthorne is jotting down observations of his 

neighborhood of “Sleepy Hollow” (12).  Marx states of Hawthorne’s jottings, “For the 

most part…Hawthorne is satisfied to set down unadorned sense impressions, and 

especially sounds—sounds made by birds, squirrels, insects, and moving leaves” (13).  

Hawthorne is “a man in almost perfect repose,” as he walks through nature, eyes open, 

and pen at the ready (12).  He is at peace here, and displays shades of Thoreau, Emerson, 

and Whitman through his observations.  Marx continues, “But then, after a time, the 

scope of his observations widens.  Another kind of sound comes through.  He hears the 

village clock strike, a cowbell tinkle, and mowers whetting scythes” (13).  In this 

passage, Hawthorne’s nature goes from his main focus to just a background setting, but 

he does not break from his concentration.  Marx writes, “Without any perceptible change 

of mood or tone, [Hawthorne] shifts from images of nature to images of man and society.  

He insists that ‘these sounds of labor’ do not ‘disturb the repose of the scene’ or ‘break 

our Sabbath’” (13).  Thoreau takes to his cabin for repose from society, and Emerson 

absorbs himself as an invisible observer.  Hawthorne however, seems to not only 

recognize the society around him, but accept them as part of nature.  Marx continues, 

“[Hawthorne] is describing a state of being in which there is no tension either within the 

self or between the self and its environment” (13).  This is similar to the way nature 

behaves in The Blithedale Romance.  Coverdale and company set out to forward mankind 
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not to regain what has been lost in the past.  By sowing the fields, unifying as a group, 

and giving up social luxury, the Blithedale community is trying to evolve.  Nature helps 

that evolution, and for the first time in this essay we see nature physically advancing 

mankind rather than simply holding reminiscent views of the past.  But still, man and 

nature are linked to one another, Marx writes, “Much of this harmonious effect is evoked 

by the delicate interlacing of sounds that seem to unify society, landscape, and mind” 

(13).  Here it seems that Hawthorne’s nature, like Whitman’s, unifies rather than 

separates.  As compared to Melville, we are not dealing with a battle of wills exemplified 

by Ahab and Moby Dick, but we are also not seeing the submission exemplified by 

Ishmael’s recognition of his limitations.  In fact we get a little flash of Thoreau, as 

Hawthorne, for a brief moment, asserts his dominance over the land.  Marx writes, 

“Then, ‘like a malevolent genius,’ [Hawthorne] drops a few grains of sand into the 

entrance of an ant hole and obliterates it.  The result is consternation among the 

inhabitants, their frantic movements displaying their ‘confusion of mind.’  How 

inexplicable, he writes, must be the agency which has effected this mischief” (14).  

Shifting dramatically from quiet observer to active destroyer, Hawthorne shows his 

superiority over the ants.  What is unique here is Hawthorne’s motivation.  Thoreau for 

example, in his primal urge to “devour” a small and helpless animal, is exuding an 

evolutionary need to survive.  The animal Thoreau fantasizes about dominating and 

destroying is going to serve a purpose, and that purpose, however selfish, is driven by an 

instinct all men share.  Hawthorne on the other hand, states that his actions are 

“malevolent,” and the way he calmly questions the results of his actions is somewhat 

sadistic.  He stands over the anthill as if he is a God punishing mere mortals, and, as the 
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ants scatter in “confusion,” he remarks on the ant’s inability to explain what has just 

happened.  Hawthorne recognizes the ants as a part of nature, and even credits them with 

a “mind” capable of being confused, but he is more powerful than all of the ants 

combined and with one small gesture the ants are destroyed.  Hawthorne then moves on 

without remorse for no other reason than “it is time for him to leave” (14).  This action 

from the “genius” of a man with “malevolent” intentions separates him from the other 

writers I have discussed.  Man and nature are both linked, but the relationship is rocky at 

best.  Hawthorne is not marching into the woods in search of God, nor is he hoping to 

find deep inspiration.  He is observing the world around him, challenging nature’s design, 

but recognizing that a weak anthill and the sound of a train in the distance are all part of 

same system.   

Hawthorne’s nature allows for evolution to occur, but if that evolution does not 

pan out it is ready to correct the necessary mistakes.  Zenobia is the tragic outcome of a 

failed plan, but in the end nature benefits from her loss.  Hawthorne’s nature, as he makes 

clear in his destruction of the anthill, can be abused at will, and nature will do nothing to 

punish him for his actions.  It will stand down, allow madness to reign, and, after the dust 

has settled, it will absorb what is left in the end.  Hawthorne’s nature speaks to an 

evolutionary design that seems closer to Darwin than Thoreau, Emerson, Whitman, or 

Melville.  The circle of life will begin and end with nature, but man is left to his own 

devices in between.  Intelligence is granted to the human race and that allows for a 

happier life than most species are afforded.  But in return nature will benefit from the end 

of the very life it has granted. 
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EVIL 

 Hawthorne’s relationship with nature, as it differs from that of the authors I have 

discussed, can be tumultuous.  In Emerson, the woods are fit to house God, but in 

Hawthorne’s “Young Goodman Brown” the woods harbor the devil.  The protagonist, 

young goodman Brown, parts from his wife Faith and sets off to a meeting.  Hawthorne 

states, “With this excellent resolve for the future, goodman Brown felt himself justified in 

making more haste on his present evil purpose.  He had taken a dreary road, darkened by 

all the gloomiest trees of the forest, which barely stood aside to let the narrow path creep 

through, and closed immediately behind” (1289).  Veering in a more extreme direction 

than Melville, and in an opposite direction than Emerson, Hawthorne’s nature is 

dangerous and evil.  As readers we are unaware of what “evil purpose” goodman Brown 

seeks to enact, but soon our protagonist ends up following a devil-like figure to a cult-like 

ceremony.  Acting as a character all its own, Hawthorne’s nature teems with 

malevolence.  The woods seem to taunt yet entice, but once inside the character’s safe 

return is unlikely.  The “gloomiest trees” swallow up goodman Brown and the entry way 

is “closed immediately.”  Hawthorne’s nature is not just a setting in which the devil 

resides, it is an accomplice to the shady purpose of goodman Brown and his “fellow 

traveler.”  Hawthorne continues, “It was all as lonely as could be; and there is this 

peculiarity in such a solitude, that the traveler knows not who may be concealed by the 

innumerable trunks and the thick boughs overhead; so that, with lonely footsteps, he may 

yet be passing through an unseen multitude” (1289).  Goodman Brown, alone in the 

woods, finds “solitude” unsettling.  Thoreau sought the woods for peace in solitude, but 

Hawthorne’s nature has dark intentions.  Hawthorne’s words speak volumes, and create a 
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natural atmosphere that is unlike anything found in Thoreau, Emerson, Whitman, and 

Melville.  The nature in “Young Goodman Brown” is a prison of sorts; it “concealed” the 

“traveler” and encroaches upon goodman Brown to an uncomfortable degree.  

Hawthorne’s woods leave no room to escape, and for the first time we see nature contract 

rather than expand.  Goodman Brown has chosen to take on his dark purpose, but once 

inside the woods he is no longer in control.  Hawthorne’s nature combines the power and 

danger of Melville’s, but no longer is nature protecting itself.  Hawthorne’s nature is 

acting with evil intentions and goodman Brown is left with only one choice:  push deeper 

into the woods. 

 John Neary, author of “Shadows and Illuminations:  Spiritual Journeys to the 

Dark Side in ‘Young Goodman Brown’ and Eyes Wide Shut,” agrees that goodman 

Brown’s decent, upon entry into the woods, is beyond his control.  Neary states, 

“Goodman Brown, I am suggesting, undergoes more than an encounter with his own 

private perversity; he has a kind of darkly sacramental experience of something deeply 

real, of depth itself” (255).  “Young Goodman Brown” can be taken as an allegory 

expressing the inner demons that lie within the best of society, but this does not seem to 

fit goodman Brown’s journey.  He sets off to the woods with a purpose that is “evil,” but 

once caught up in the mess he has created it becomes clear that goodman Brown wants no 

part in the coming events.  Neary writes, “Even though [goodman Brown’s] conscious 

goal tonight is to visit the dark side—to attend this ritual in the wild forest outside the 

apparently safe and civil village of Salem—he is initially naive about this, deceived by 

surface appearances” (255).  It is nature that is deceptive, and once inside goodman 

Brown is no longer able to change his situation.  While goodman Brown’s intentions are 
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not clear, Hawthorne’s audience is led to believe that goodman Brown has some pure 

qualities.  Neary writes, “Goodman Brown has barely seen this dark side in himself…and 

has definitely not seen it in the other Salem Puritans; until he meets this demonic fellow 

in the forest, who may or may not be a hallucinatory invention” (256).  The “fellow” in 

the forest is the corruptor and goodman Brown is the one suffering the corruption.  

Hawthorne’s woods are the point of transformation for goodman Brown, but nature does 

more than just harbor the devil.  It has a hand in the evil being committed. 

 The “fellow traveler,” is part of the natural environment, and can bend it to his 

will.  Hawthorne places the evil man in conjunction with the constricting natural world.  

Hawthorne describes this relationship as goodman Brown walks with the evil figure,  “As 

they went, [the devil] plucked a branch of maple, to serve for a walking-stick, and began 

to strip it of the twigs and little boughs, which were wet with evening dew.  The moment 

his fingers touched them, they became strangely withered and dried up, as with a week’s 

sunshine” (1292).  Hawthorne’s devil is able to manipulate the nature around him, and it 

is conceivable that evil has taken control of the entire woods.  Nature is threatening and 

dark, and as goodman Brown ventures deeper and deeper it begins to come to life.  

Hawthorne writes, “The whole forest was peopled with frightful sounds; the creaking of 

the trees, the howling of wild beasts, and the yell of Indians; while, sometimes, the wind 

tolled like a distant church-bell, and sometimes gave a broad roar around the traveler, as 

if all Nature were laughing him to scorn” (1294).  Hawthorne anthropomorphizes the 

setting that surrounds goodman Brown, and nature is disdainful and aggressive.  

Hawthorne describes the “creaking” trees, but those sounds are “frightful.”  The animals 

do not share the same beauty as described by Whitman (they are “beasts” that are 
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“howling” ferociously).  The wind gives a “roar,” and that is seen as “laughing” filled 

with “scorn.”  Hawthorne is setting himself far from the woods described by Thoreau and 

Emerson.  This scene, like Melville, is pitting man against nature, but just as Ahab fights 

against Moby Dick, goodman Brown fights back against the evil and haunting woods. 

 Goodman Brown takes a stand against the evil woods closing around him, 

“[Goodman Brown] was himself the chief horror of the scene, and shrank not from its 

other horrors” (1294).  Like Ahab, goodman Brown is haunted by the power nature is 

wielding and decides to fight back filled with machismo, but he not choosing to fight 

back on his own.  Goodman Brown yells in revolt, “Think not to frighten me with your 

deviltry!  Come witch, come wizard, come Indian powwow, come devil himself!” (1294).  

Taking control of the situation, goodman Brown thinks that he is able to assert his 

authority.  However, it becomes clear that Hawthorne’s nature has already won, and 

goodman Brown has already been taken by the evil of the woods and its tenant.  

Hawthorne writes: 

In truth, all through the haunted forest, there could be nothing more 

frightful than the figure of goodman Brown.  On he flew, among the black 

pines, brandishing his staff with frenzied gestures, now giving vent to an 

inspiration of horrid blasphemy, and now shouting forth such laughter, as 

set all the echoes of the forest laughing like demons around him.  (1294) 

Still, Hawthorne’s forest is laughing along with goodman Brown, but no longer is 

goodman Brown laughing in decent.  He has been taken by the evil of nature, and he runs 

maniacally through the woods carrying the “staff” that was earlier manipulated by the 

devil himself.  When he finally reaches a clearing, goodman Brown is able to see the 
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scope of nature’s corruption.  Hawthorne describes the clearing, “At one extremity of an 

open space, hemmed in by the dark wall of the forest, arose a rock, bearing some rude, 

natural resemblance either to an altar or a pulpit” (1295).  As seen in The Blithedale 

Romance, Hawthorne offers another natural “pulpit.”  This “pulpit,” like Eliot’s Pulpit, is 

shady and proves to corrupt rather than inspire.  Goodman Brown begins to recognize the 

influence of Hawthorne’s nature as he spots that both the best and worst of society have 

been corrupted all the same.  The “pulpit” is described by Hawthorne: 

The mass of foliage, that had overgrown the summit of the rock, was all 

on fire, blazing high into the night, and fitfully illuminating the whole 

field.  Each pendent twig and leafy festoon was a blaze.  As the red light 

arose and fell, a numerous congregation alternately shone forth, then 

disappeared in shadow, and again grew, as it were, out of the darkness, 

peopling the heart of the solitary woods at once.  (1295) 

It is clear that nature is not acting within the physical boundaries established by Thoreau, 

Emerson, and Whitman, and nature, described through Hawthorne’s metaphors, is wicked 

in its intentions.  The fire blazing around the “pulpit” is another manipulation of the 

devil, and, as the crowd grows heavy with the corrupted towns people, it becomes evident 

that goodman Brown is one of the few who have yet to fully succumb to evil.  Hawthorn 

states that the woods are “solitary,” but it seems nature has unified with the corrupted 

town of Salem.  Whether he is taken in by the devil, Hawthorne’s nature, or the corrupt 

society, it is goodman Brown who is left isolated and alone. 

 Hawthorne’s nature is powerful, but, unlike the power shown in Moby Dick, it is 

looking to gain control over humans rather than defend against them.  The woods in 
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“Young Goodman Brown” harbor evil, enact evil, and spread evil, and they represent 

danger and manipulation.  Hawthorne’s nature is far more bleak and disturbing than that 

of his peers.  Hawthorne’s nature is not easy to work with, nor is it easy to control.  

Sometimes it will simply sit back and feed off the results of human error as seen in The 

Blithedale Romance, and other times it will take direct action as in “Young Goodman 

Brown.”  The intent of nature, in either case, is not pleasant nor is it beneficial to the 

human race because in the end Hawthorne’s nature takes rather than gives. 
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To summarize the complicated representations of nature by the prominent works 

of Thoreau, Emerson, Whitman, Melville, and Hawthorne is not an easy task.  Each man 

holds a relationship with nature that is unique and ripe with complications.  Thoreau’s 

optimistic relationship with nature helps him grow self-confidence by increasing 

masculinity, calm his social anxieties in solitude, and find inspiration through natural 

beauty.  Emerson’s influential relationship with nature represents his religious beliefs, 

heals social maladies, and brings him face to face with God.  Whitman’s exuberant 

relationship with nature expands across the country, unifies man and nature, and 

represents sexual freedom.  Melville’s ambitious relationship with nature helps grow his 

character’s independence, assert overwhelming power, and provide unmatched 

adventure.  And Hawthorne’s dark relationship with nature represents life and loss, 

looming danger as an omniscient observer, and a manifestation of evil.  In this essay I 

have only represented the tip of the iceberg.  The scope of nature in 19
th

 century 

American literature is matched only by the physical scope of nature itself.  In an age of 

growth, development, and uncertainty, nature is a constant that must be recognized.  That 

recognition can come in countless forms and through countless representations, but the 

impact of nature will always and forever be overwhelmingly influential. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  103  
 

 

Bibliography 

 

 

Bluestein, Gene.  “Sex as a Literary Theme:  Is Whitman the Good, Gay poet?”  Journal  

of Popular Culture 31.3 (1997):  153-62.  Print. 

Borst, Raymond R.  The Thoreau Log:  A Documentary Life of Henry David Thoreau  

1817-1862.  New York:  Macmillan Publishing Company, 1992.  Print.  

Chase, Richard.  The American Novel and Its Tradition.  Baltimore:  The Johns Hopkins  

University Press, 1990.  Print. 

Emerson, Ralph Waldo.  “Nature.”  Nature and Selected Essays.  Ed. Larzer Ziff.  New  

York:  Penguin Books, 2003.  35-82.  Print. 

Harding, Walter.  The Days of Henry Thoreau.  New York:  Dover Publications, 1982.   

Print. 

Harding, Walter.  A Thoreau Handbook.  New York:  New York University Press, 1959.   

Print. 

Hawthorne, Nathaniel.  The Blithedale Romance.  New York:  W.W. Norton &  

Company, 1958.  Print. 

Hawthorne, Nathaniel.  “Young Goodman Brown.”  The Norton Anthology of American  

Literature:  1820-1865.  Ed. Nina Baym.  New York:  W.W. Norton & Company, 

2007.  1289-1298.  Print. 

Hovde, Carl F.  Introduction.  Moby-Dick.  By Herman Melville.  Ed. George Stade.   

New York:  Barnes & Noble Books, 2003.  xv-xli.  Print. 

Hutchinson, Jamie.  “Faithful Thinkers:  Emerson, Barfield, and the New American  

Adam.”  Renascence:  Essays on Values in Literature 61.4 (2009):  252-272.  

Print. 



  104  
 

 

Kelly, Kathleen Coyne.  “The Eco-Tourist, English Heritage, and Arthurian Legend:   

Walking with Thoreau.”  Arthuriana 23.1 (2013):  20-39.  Print. 

Kepner, Diane.  “From Spears to Leaves:  Walt Whitman’s Theory of Nature in ‘Song of  

Myself’.”  American Literature:  A Journal of Literary History, Criticism, and 

Bibliography 51.2 (1979):  179-204.  Print. 

Levin, Jonathan.  Introduction.  Walden and Civil Disobedience.  By Henry David  

Thoreau.  Ed. George Stade.  New York:  Barnes & Noble Books, 2003.  xiii-

xxxiv.  Print. 

Marx, Leo.  The Machine in the Garden:  Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America.   

New York:  Oxford University Press, 2000.  Print. 

Matthiessen, F. O.  American Renaissance:  Art and Expression in the Age of Emerson  

and Whitman.  New York:  Oxford University Press, 1968.  Print. 

McGrath, James G.  “Ten Ways of Seeing Landscapes in Walden and Beyond.”   

Thoreau’s Sense of Place:  Essays in American Environmental Writing.  Ed. 

Richard J. Schneider.  Iowa City:  University of Iowa Press, 2000.  149-164.  

Print. 

Meltzer, Milton.  A Thoreau Profile. New York:  Thomas Y. Crowell Company, 1962.   

Print. 

Melville, Herman.  Moby-Dick.  New York:  Barnes & Noble Books, 2003.  Print. 

Neary, John.  “Shadows and Illuminations:  Spiritual Journeys to the Dark Side in  

‘Young Goodman Brown’ and Eyes Wide Shut.”  Religion and the Arts 10.2 

(2006):  244-270.  Print. 

Payne, Daniel G.  “Emerson’s Natural Theology:  John Burroughs and the ‘Church’ of  



  105  
 

 

Latter Day Transcendentalism.”  American Transcendental Quarterly 21.3 

(2007):  191-205.  Print. 

Richardson, Robert J.  Emerson:  The Mind on Fire.  Berkeley:  University of California  

Press, 1995.  Print. 

Schultz, Elizabeth.  “Melville’s Environmental Vision in Moby-Dick.”  Interdisciplinary  

Studies in Literature and Environment 7.1 (2000):  97-113.  Print. 

Sims, Michael.  The Adventures of Henry Thoreau:  A Young Man’s Unlikely Path to  

Walden Pond.  New York:  Bloomsbury, 2014.  Print. 

Smith, Henry Nash.  Virgin Land:  The American West as Symbol and Myth.  Cambridge:   

Harvard University Press, 1975.  Print. 

Thoreau, Henry David.  Walden and Civil Disobedience.  New York:  Barnes and Noble  

Books, 2003.  Print. 

Thoreau, Henry David.  A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers.  1849.  Walden  

and Other Writings.  Ed. Brooks Atkinson.  New York:  Modern Library, 2000.  

Print. 

Whitman, Walt.  Leaves of Grass.  New York:  Aventine Press, 1931.  Print. 

Zinn, Howard.  A People’s History of the United States.  New York:  HarperCollins  

Publishers, 2003.  Print. 


